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INDIGENOUS PEOPLES IN AFRICA 

 

 

 
THURSDAY, MAY 12, 2011 

 
HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES, 

TOM LANTOS HUMAN RIGHTS COMMISSION,  

Washington, D.C. 

 

 

The Commission met, pursuant to call, at 10:04 a.m., in Room 2226, Rayburn 

House Office Building, Hon. James P. McGovern [co-chairman of the Commission] 

presiding. 

Cochairman McGOVERN.  The hearing will come to order.   

Welcome, everybody.  I want to welcome everyone here this morning for this 

very important hearing on "Indigenous Peoples in Africa."   

And I would like to thank the staff of the Tom Lantos Human Rights 

Commission, especially Lars de Gier, for their work in coordinating today's hearing.   

This is the second in a series of hearings looking at human rights issues 

affecting the world's indigenous peoples.  The first hearing, held last year, looked at 

the situation of indigenous peoples in Latin America.  Another hearing looked into 

the rights of indigenous peoples more globally, as governments and corporations lay 

claim to and exploit resources on their ancestral territories, with case studies on oil, 

mining, and timber extraction.   

Today, we are turning our attention to Africa.  And I am sure some of you are 

asking, aren't all the people of Africa indigenous to Africa?  Our focus today is on 

indigenous peoples, communities, and tribal nations of Africa who, among other 

characteristics, have a distinct identity, culture, and language, have continuity with 

and have occupied ancestral lands or at least part of them, have common ancestry 

with the original occupants of these lands, and are determined to preserve, develop, 

and transmit to future generations their ancestral territories and distinct cultural and 

social identity as the very basis for their existence as a people.   

We in Congress know some of their names.  We know the Batwa and the 

Bacwa forest peoples of Uganda, Rwanda, and DRC, and their cousins in Cameroon 

and the CAR.  We know the terrible genocide of Rwanda between the Hutu and the 

Tutsi nearly decimated the already-fragile existence of the all-but-forgotten Twa 

people. We know about the Maasai of Kenya and Tanzania; the San of South Africa 

and Botswana; the Ogoni of Nigeria; and the Tuareg of Algeria.   

But the majority of these indigenous peoples are not so well-known.  They are 

often minorities in societies dominated by other ethnic, racial, or tribal groups.  In 

their commitment to maintain their unique cultural identity and social institutions, 

they are often marginalized and face discrimination, human rights abuses, and even 

violence.   
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Dominant forms of economic development in farming often undermine their 

traditional livelihoods, steal or push them off their ancestral lands, or steadily erode 

their ability to survive in the forest or across the plains or in the mountains and 

deserts or even more remote regions.   

Taken as a whole, they are most likely to be poor, disenfranchised, and 

lacking the protection of basic rights and services.  Only a few African states 

recognize and protect the basic collective rights of indigenous peoples in their 

constitutions or national legislation.  Indigenous peoples suffer from weak political 

representation and from discrimination and negative stereotyping from mainstream 

society.   

Indigenous women, in many cases, face particular problems, as both 

belonging to marginalized groups and being subjected to culturally based forms of 

discrimination as women.  These include access to leadership positions, 

decision-making power, issues of land rights, rights and access to education, violence 

against women, and forced marriage, including child marriage.   

I have found, however, that when indigenous peoples have the opportunity to 

organize and speak and act on their own behalf, they are a powerful force in 

determining their own future and their own destiny.  As stewards of their land and as 

the living depository of knowledge accumulated over millennia, indigenous peoples 

can play and are undertaking unique roles in combating climate change, preserving 

biodiversity, and in boosting agricultural productivity in a sustainable way.   

So I look forward to the hearing today and listening to the views of our 

witnesses on these and other matters.   

On our first panel, I am very proud to have Sharon Cromer.  She is the senior 

deputy assistant administrator for sub-Saharan Africa at USAID, a position that she 

has held for almost 1 year now. With respect to Africa, she has served in many 

capacities and has, among other things, been the USAID mission director in Ghana 

and Nigeria.  She has an incredible resume and incredible knowledge.   

And I am proud that you are here and look forward to hearing your testimony.  

Thank you.  

[The statement of Mr. McGovern follows:] 

 
PREPARED STATEMENT OF THE HONORABLE JAMES P. MCGOVERN, A 

REPRESENTATIVE IN CONGRESS FROM THE STATE OF MASSACHUSETTS AND 

COCHAIRMAN OF THE TOM LANTOS HUMAN RIGHTS COMMISSION 

 
Good morning.  I want to welcome everyone here this morning for this very important hearing on indigenous peoples in Africa.  

And I would like to thank the staff of the Tom Lantos Human Rights Commission, especially Lars de Gier, for their work in 
coordinating this hearing. 

 

 This is the second in a series of hearings looking at human rights issues affecting the world’s indigenous peoples.  
The first hearing, held last year, looked at the situation of indigenous peoples in Latin America.  Another hearing looked into the 

rights of indigenous peoples more globally as governments and corporations lay claim to and exploit resources on their ancestral 

territories, with case studies on oil, mining and timber extraction. 
 

 Today, we are turning our attention to Africa, and I’m sure some of you are asking, “Aren’t all the people of Africa 

indigenous to Africa?”  Our focus today is on indigenous peoples, communities and tribal nations of Africa who, among other 
characteristics: 

 

 Have a distinct identity, culture, and language; 

 Have continuity with and have occupied ancestral lands or at least part of them; 

  Have common ancestry with the original occupants of these lands; and 
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 Are determined to preserve, develop and transmit to future generations their ancestral territories and distinct cultural 

and social identity as the very basis for their existence as a people.   

 

We in Congress know some of their names – 
 

We know the Batwa and the Bacwa forest peoples of Uganda, Rwanda, the DRC and their cousins in Cameroon and 

the CAR.   We know the terrible genocide of Rwanda between the Hutu and Tutsi nearly decimated the already fragile existence 
of the all-but-forgotten Twa people. 

 

We know about the Maasai of Kenya and Tanzania; the San of South Africa and Botswana; the Ogoni of Nigeria; and 
the Tuareg of Algeria. 

 

But the majority of these indigenous peoples are not so well known. 
 

They are often minorities in societies dominated by other ethnic, racial or tribal groups.  In their commitment to 

maintain their unique cultural identity and social institutions, they are often marginalized and face discrimination, human rights 
abuses and even violence.  Dominant forms of economic development and farming often undermine their traditional livelihoods; 

steal or push them off their ancestral lands; or steadily erode their ability to survive in the forest, or across the plains, or in the 

mountains and deserts, or even more remote regions.  Taken as a whole, they are most likely to be poor, disenfranchised and 
lacking the protection of basic rights and services. 

 

Only a few African states recognize and protect the basic collective rights of indigenous peoples in their constitutions 
or national legislation.  Indigenous peoples suffer from weak political representation and from discrimination and negative 

stereotyping from mainstream society.  Indigenous women, in many cases, face particular problems as both belonging to 

marginalized groups and being subjected to culturally-based forms of discrimination as women.  These include access to 
leadership positions, decision-making power, issues of land rights, rights and access to education, violence against women, and 

forced marriage, including child marriage. 

 
I have found, however, that when Indigenous Peoples have the opportunity to organize and speak and act on their 

own behalf, they are a powerful force in determining their own future and their own destiny.  As stewards of their lands and as 

the living depository of knowledge accumulated over millennia, indigenous peoples can play and are undertaking unique roles in 
combating climate change, preserving biodiversity and in boosting agricultural productivity in a sustainable way.  

 

I look forward to hearing the views of our witnesses on these and other matters. 

 
INTRODUCTION OF PANELS 

 

PANEL ONE: 

 

 Sharon Cromer, who is the senior deputy assistant administrator for sub-Saharan Africa at USAID, a position she 
has held for almost one year now.  With respect to Africa, she has served in Cote D’Ivoire and Senegal, and has been 

the USAID Mission Director in Ghana and Nigeria. 

 
 

PANEL TWO: 

 

 Rebecca Adamson, the President and Founder of First Peoples Worldwide, one of the few indigenous-led 

international organizations working to support, empower and promote the priorities of indigenous peoples on-the-
ground.   Ms. Adamson, who is Cherokee, is well-known for her asset-based development strategies among American 

Indians and Indigenous Peoples.  She is also the co-author of the book, “The Color of Wealth.” 

 

 Phillemon Nakali Loyelei represents the Nyangatom Tribe, which is from the Omo Valley Region of Ethiopia.  He 

is currently in the United States and seeking political asylum.  He left Ethiopia because of threats he and his family 
received after speaking out against a dam that is being built that will adversely affect his people. 

 

 Lavinia Currier is a Trustee of the Sacharuna Foundation, a private foundation that promotes land and wildlife 
conservation and indigenous rights and livelihoods.  Educated at the Putney School and at Harvard University, Ms. 

Currier is a lifelong conservationist, human rights activist and filmmaker.   Her most recent feature film is a Central 

African Republic and U.S. co-production that looks at daily life of the Ba-Aka forest peoples of the CAR.  
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STATEMENT OF SHARON CROMER, SENIOR DEPUTY ASSISTANT 

ADMINISTRATOR FOR SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA, U.S. AGENCY FOR 

INTERNATIONAL DEVELOPMENT   
 

Ms. CROMER.  Thank you, Mr. Chairman.   

It is both an honor and a privilege to present this testimony to the Tom Lantos 

Human Rights Commission.  I am grateful for this occasion to describe to you how 

the U.S. Government, and specifically USAID, is helping indigenous peoples in 

Africa as they look ahead to a rapidly changing set of challenges and opportunities.   

Late last year, following a period of intensive review within U.S. Government 

agencies, President Obama announced that the United States would endorse the 

United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples.  Clearly, the 

President wanted our efforts to reflect American values regarding human rights both 

at home and abroad.   

The declaration contains guidance on how indigenous peoples want to be 

treated within the boundaries of their traditional home areas.  I am proud to say that 

USAID is responding to the particular needs of indigenous peoples in Africa.  And, 

through our initiatives and programs, we are giving meaning to our Nation's 

endorsement of that declaration.   

My testimony today will touch very briefly on seven key points.   

My first point is that, over the past 50 years, USAID has earned a 

well-deserved reputation for reaching out to indigenous peoples as partners in Africa's 

development.  The people we describe as "indigenous" are many, and they are widely 

spread across Africa.  From the Equateur province of the Democratic Republic of 

Congo to the Godere Forest of the Mejangir people of Ethiopia, from Mali's central 

plateau in the Mopti region where the Dogon people live to the arid Namibian 

landscape, USAID is there and has been.   

We partner with the Nilotic pastoralists in the Karamoja region of Uganda and 

with small and vulnerable communities deep in the rainforests of the Congo River 

Basin.  We have put into place community-centered approaches for biodiversity 

conservation in the wide zone across the Upper Guinean Forest Ecosystem in West 

Africa.  We are active with mobile pastoralist communities in an area known as the 

Pastoral Arc of the Horn of Africa, stretching across Kenya, Ethiopia, and Somalia.   

Few other institutions have such a geographic reach and such wealth of 

experience in working with indigenous people.  This distinguishes USAID.   

The second point is that no one wants progress for indigenous peoples to 

come at the expense of damaging their environments or undermining their cultures.  

Globalization has driven development faster and farther than ever before.  And, 

unless properly managed, the ecosystems of tropical forests, coastal regions, 

mountains and highlands, and semi-arid rangelands stand in jeopardy.  All of these 

areas have become increasingly vulnerable to destructive forms of exploitation and to 

the forces of climate change.   

The global demand for natural resources is unrelenting, and the threat extends 

to the integrity and health of the cultural and social structures that define each 

indigenous person and his or her community. At USAID, we have committed 

ourselves to work closely with indigenous peoples across Africa to generate 
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development strategies and practices that are sensitive to threatened cultures, unique 

languages, and valuable natural resources.  Our development strategies and the 

programs that spring from them reflect our concentration on respecting nature, 

generating wealth, and fostering good governance.   

The goal is straightforward:  We are determined to achieve measurable 

improvements in the quality of life for indigenous peoples and to include them in 

social and political institutions in ways that make sure that they are also benefitting 

from any substantial economic growth in their areas.   

The third point is that we at USAID understand the importance of developing 

a partnership with indigenous peoples.  We demonstrate our commitment to the 

interests of indigenous peoples in Africa by calling attention to all relevant human 

and legal rights that such peoples ought to have access to, by respecting their cultures, 

and by understanding their complex natural environments.   

In some cases, USAID's primary role is to help to establish carefully crafted 

and sustainable environmental safeguards.  At other times, indigenous peoples look to 

the leverage that we at USAID can provide through our voice in national, regional, 

and global policy forums.   

USAID also exercises our responsibility within Title XIII of the International 

Financial Institutions Act to review multilateral assistance programs and address any 

potential adverse impacts on indigenous peoples.   

The fourth point is the need to reconcile American values with traditional 

African cultures.  We want to help indigenous peoples to keep what is best about their 

own cultures.  However, as with USAID programming globally, our work with 

indigenous peoples includes an emphasis on issues of gender equality and human 

rights.   

We are also working to build the capacity of indigenous peoples and their 

organizations to open up a path toward sustainable livelihoods, even within sensitive 

ecosystems. To get there, we know we will need to draw upon their own 

understanding of their ecosystems and demonstrate to them that we are serious about 

offering our assistance as they try to conserve these unique resources.   

The fifth point is that there is a delicate global balance.  USAID is aware that 

the development pressures on the lands and resources of indigenous peoples have 

potentially negative consequences that affect whole countries, regions, and even the 

health of the planet.  Tropical forests, coastal zones, and semi-arid lands all form part 

of a delicately balanced global ecosystem that demands our understanding, protection, 

conservation, and respect.  

The sixth point is the fact that the guidance that shapes USAID's approach to 

indigenous people and indigenous issues is seen in a variety of approaches in line 

with State Department policies.  As we move from policy to action, we are careful to 

be governed by our experienced ambassadors and USAID mission directors in the 

field.   

Priorities under these policies include:  developing sustainable economic uses 

of biological resources; building local capacity for the management of biodiversity; 

supporting innovative conservation and research programs; encouraging indigenous 

peoples in local communities to have a strong voice at every stage of 

decision-making; and lending our weight in setting conservation priorities that respect 
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the rights of indigenous people at the local, national, and regional levels.   

Indigenous peoples depend on natural resources, but too often they are 

marginalized in terms of their decision-making power over these resources.  USAID 

has worked for decades to redress that situation through our decentralized and 

participatory approaches, such as our community-based natural resources 

management programs all over the continent.   

We are now working closely with our colleagues at the Millennium Challenge 

Corporation and the State Department to develop a U.S. Government policy on 

environmentally friendly and ethically sound ways to frame our development 

activities when it comes to land management, all the while respecting the priorities of 

indigenous peoples.   

At USAID, we insist upon strong environmental safeguards and 

state-of-the-art monitoring and evaluation practices so that we know if we are getting 

the results that our investments are aiming for.   

We are aware that important new initiatives, such as Feed the Future and 

USAID's investment in supporting the international and national efforts in reduction 

in emissions from deforestation and forest degradation, will mean shifts in land and 

natural resource use, access, ownership, and control, making the need for a renewed 

commitment to environmental safeguards even more necessary.   

My final point is that there is good reason for optimism.  USAID recognizes, 

celebrates, and supports promising new initiatives that have been generated by 

Africans for the welfare and benefit of African indigenous peoples.   

For example, the new Kenyan constitution obligates the state to provide for 

adequate representation of marginalized groups in all levels of government, to 

exercise affirmative action on behalf of these groups, and to promote the use of 

indigenous languages and the free expression of traditional cultures.   

The Democratic Republic of Congo also recently passed legislation 

recognizing the rights of indigenous peoples, including their rights to participate in 

decisions affecting them according to their own decision-making processes and their 

rights to communal land as adjudicated under customary law.   

We know, however, that more needs to be done.  We need better research to 

better understand the character of the threats and opportunities faced.  We have to 

reach for policy consensus among multiple stakeholders to be sure that we protect the 

rights, respect the cultural inheritance, and incorporate the perspectives, knowledge, 

and preferences of indigenous peoples into our combined development agendas.   

We also know that we must continue to work with our international partners 

and African governments to mitigate the serious incidences of violence arising out of 

widespread conflicts in many regions in which indigenous peoples live so that a clear 

path to sustainable peace can be realized.   

Thank you, Mr. Chairman and members of the Commission.  I am happy to 

take questions.  

[The statement of Ms. Cromer follows:] 

 
PREPARED STATEMENT OF SHARON CROMER 

 
“Indigenous Peoples of Africa” 

 

Written Statement 
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by 

Sharon Cromer 

Senior Deputy Assistant Administrator 

Bureau for Africa 

United States Agency for International Development 

 

before the 

Tom Lantos Human Rights Commission 

Committee of Foreign Affairs 

U.S. House of Representatives 

Thursday, May 12, 2011 

 

Mr. Chairman, Members of the Commission, it is an honor and a privilege to present this testimony to the Tom Lantos Human 

Rights Commission. I welcome the opportunity to outline how the United States Agency for International Development is 
helping to address the challenges faced by indigenous peoples in Africa. 

 

Overview 

 

In Africa, millions of indigenous people live in highly vulnerable ecosystems, including tropical forests, coastal zones, 

mountains and semi-arid rangelands -- all areas that have come under increasing pressure. All groups of indigenous peoples 

require development strategies and practices -- compatible with cultures, languages, natural resources and lifestyles -- that differ 

from those of the surrounding dominant cultures. 

 
There is no universally agreed-upon definition of the term “indigenous peoples.”  For the purposes of USAID’s policies and 

programming in Africa, arguably the best characterization might include the concept of “distinctive social and cultural groups 

that are relatively politically, economically and/or socially marginalized and therefore vulnerable.” This should include present 
and former hunter-gatherers, as well as many pastoralist communities. USAID, while recognizing the diversity of indigenous 

peoples, focuses attention and resources on ensuring all disadvantaged people, including indigenous peoples, are included in 
development.   

 

USAID’s commitment to the interests of indigenous peoples (IPs) in Africa is made manifest in two principal ways. First, 
USAID is concerned about the legal rights of IPs, as well as the human rights of indigenous individuals, and the identification of 

social safeguards to protect these rights. Second, USAID recognizes the integrated manner in which IPs are part of sensitive and 

economically important ecosystems – such as the forested Congo River Basin, or the arid and semi-arid landscapes which many 
African pastoralists and their livestock inhabit, and where survival depends on the ability to be mobile.  

 

Many IP communities, who generally do not fully participate in state or formal democratic governance institutions, are 
unprotected by strong forces that encroach on their traditional lands, threatening their vulnerable environments through resource 

exploitation. The legal rights of IPs are seldom protected in this context, and the human rights of their members are neglected in 

the face of rapid economic growth. Even conceptualizing the rights of IPs poses challenges, as both individual rights and 
collective rights may be implicated. 

 

USAID is committed to pursuing reasonable measures to strengthen protection of the human rights of indigenous individuals and 
the collective rights of indigenous peoples, and to protect their cultural and spiritual values and beliefs, ethnic identities, and 

customary governance systems.  

 
USAID has a particular interest in reducing the sexual and gender-based violence that frequently targets indigenous women and 

girls in Africa. USAID is also advancing a strategic approach to current practices that connect faith traditions of IPs to 

conservation and the protection of biodiversity. “Faith” in this context refers to organized religion, and traditional 
culture/traditional knowledge.  Our increasing efforts to integrate considerations of informal, indigenous and customary law into 

our Rule of Law programming worldwide will also have a positive effect on the legal rights of IPs. 

 

Policy and Practice in USAID pertinent to Indigenous Peoples  

 

USAID’s approach to indigenous people and indigenous issues is included within various policy documents.  Substantively, 
USAID focuses on: 

 developing sustainable economic uses of biological resources;  

 building local capacity for the management of biodiversity, including co-management of parks and protected areas;  

 supporting innovative, nongovernmental conservation and research programs;  

 encouraging the engagement of indigenous peoples and local communities at every stage of decision-making; and  

 facilitating the setting of conservation priorities that respect the rights of indigenous peoples at the local, national, and 
regional levels. 

 

Experience of fifty years of development overseas demonstrates that programs that integrate nature (environmental 
management), wealth (economic growth) and power (good governance), and ethical leadership have the most promising results.  

Proven strategies of socially and environmentally sound management of natural resources can simultaneously (1) help move 
rural people along the path to more active and engaged citizenship, leading the way toward a more democratic, decentralized and 

vibrant society, (2) provide for substantial economic growth for local communities and national accounts, and (3) lead to 

increases in the productivity of the resource base. 
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IPs depend on natural resources and ecosystem services, but too often are marginalized in terms of their decision-making power 

over these resources. Operationally, USAID has worked for decades to redress that situation through decentralized Natural 
Resources Management. For example, the Property Rights and Resource Governance (PRRG) program within USAID has 

included explicit language on IPs and has targeted IPs in activities such as the SECURE (Securing Rights to Land and Natural 

Resources for Biodiversity and Livelihood) project on the Kenya Coast. PRRG also produced a briefing paper on land tenure and 
property rights (LTPR) issues as they relate to IPs.).  

 

The Land Tenure Unit at USAID is working closely with the Millennium Challenge Corporation and Department of State to 
develop a Whole of Government policy on land governance, which articulates  a position within foreign policy. It will have 

specific language for all rights holders, including indigenous people. When completed, we expect this will also guide our 

government’s policies on principles of responsible agricultural investment. It will also include a position on recognition of 
customary rights—the primary legal system by which indigenous people (and many other communities we work with in Africa) 

access land and resources.   

 
USAID has strong environmental safeguards and monitoring and evaluation protocols and practices that include provisions for 

consultation with and engagement of local stakeholders – including IPs -on planned investments that might have environmental 

impacts. New initiatives such as Feed the Future and USAID’s investment in supporting the international and national efforts in 
Reduction in Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation (REDD)1 call for renewed commitment to environmental 

and social safeguards as these investments will entail shifts in land and natural resource use, access, ownership and control. As 

such USAID is in the process of crafting a new Land Policy, an overarching policy on democracy, human rights and governance 

and comprehensive guidance on social impacts related to REDD in coordination with NGOs, civil society, and other donors. 

 

There are some bright spots in increased protection of IPs in Africa. A recent example is the new Kenyan constitution, which 
obligates the state to provide for adequate representation of “marginalized groups” in all levels of government, exercise 

affirmative action on behalf of these groups, and promote the use of indigenous languages and the free expression of traditional 

cultures.  The “marginalized groups” category has a broad and inclusive meaning, focusing on communities that have not 
participated in the economic and social life of Kenya as a whole, including hunter/gatherer and pastoral societies.  

 
In addition, other countries are beginning to recognize the rights of IPs.  The Republic of Congo (Brazzaville), for example, 

recently passed legislation recognizing the rights of IPs, including their rights to participation in decisions affecting them 

according to their own decision-making processes, and their rights to communal land, including land rights under customary law.   
The Central African Republic has also issued similar legislation. 

 

USAID recognizes that more needs to be done to assist and support IPs in Africa. Better research is required to understand the 
character of the threats and opportunities faced by Africa’s IPs. Policies need to be agreed upon among multiple stakeholders to 

adequately address IPs’ issues, and to protect their rights, respect their cultural inheritance, as well as to incorporate their 

perspectives, knowledge, and preferences into development paradigms. The recent numerous violent conflicts in Africa have a 
disproportionate impact on IPs, and more needs to be done to achieve a resolution to such conflicts and a clear path ahead to 

sustainable peace. Efforts are also needed to mitigate the displacement of IPs due to militarization and violence, the forces of 

economic globalization, climate change, and even some environmental conservation initiatives. IPs’ own governance structures 
and knowledge and skills should be capitalized upon to help improve security and resilience and quality of life.  

 

Overview of USAID’s Africa Programs 

 

USAID is active across Africa, and many of our programs have direct or indirect impact on indigenous peoples. An illustrative 

profile of USAID’s African programming reflecting this focus is described below. 
 

Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC). While indigenous people are not specifically targeted by USAID’s democracy and 

governance program, IP groups are indirect beneficiaries of the voter education sessions organized by sub-grants to civil society 
organizations (CSOs) under USAID’s civic education interventions. Indigenous people did attend the electoral education 

caravans that USAID implemented in April 2011 in the streets of the three main cities of the Equateur province, which is one of 

the main IP areas in the country.  
 

IPs are clearly indirect beneficiaries of the VOICE grant fund, given that several of USAID’s sub-grantees are civil society 

organizations CSOs that are active in the promotion of human rights (including rights of members of minorities) at the local 
level. USAID’s capacity building activities allowed these CSOs to better serve the communities where they are established – 

communities which include IPs and other vulnerable local populations. 

 

Ethiopia. USAID is supporting the strengthening of democracy and good governance in the traditional home of the Mejangir 

people. This work is preserving the traditional cultural and livelihood practices of the Mejangir people while also presenting 

alternative livelihood options.  This program is preserving the ecological integrity of the Godere Forest, its surrounding 
watershed and all the biodiversity that exists therein. In so doing, the program is also building knowledgeable and empowered 

indigenous communities while also strengthening an environment in which peace will be sustained.  Since 2007, USAID 

Ethiopia has supported the Mejangir, Gambella Regional State, and the Mejangir zonal government in particular, to establish a 

                                                 
1 “REDD” here includes REDD+ where the + stands for going beyond mere slowing or halting of deforestation: it includes “avoided deforestation”, i.e. conservation of 

existing forests, and “reforestation/afforestation”, i.e. increasing/enhancing existing forest carbon stocks. It is also is typically understood to include a preservation of the 

rights of IPs as part of any REDD mechanism. 
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participatory forest management system to help sustainably address existing tensions and future threats of renewed violent inter-

communal hostilities issues of forest/land use and governance. 
  

USAID Ethiopia also has had a significant investment in pastoral development programs for about 10 years, especially the 

Pastoralist Livelihood Initiative (PLI). The goal of the Pastoralist Livelihoods Initiative is to reduce poverty, hunger and 
vulnerability to droughts and other shocks in selected pastoralists’ communities in Ethiopia.  USAID pastoral development 

programs have: 

 Advanced institutional sustainability measured in terms of the capacity and willingness of the Ethiopian government, 
the private sector and/or pastoral communities to continue project activities without USAID support; 

 Improved accessibility of pastoralists to markets and improving the prices pastoralists receive for livestock and 
livestock products, thereby improving the capacity of pastoralists to purchase the inputs and services they require; 

 Helped to create a policy environment conducive to pastoral resilience, welfare, and commercial success; and 

 Improved collaboration with traditional authorities and conflict resolution by revitalization of elders’ councils (to 

control of private enclosures and rehabilitate significant areas of degraded rangeland, for example) in the Borana 
Zones of southern Ethiopia.  

 

Mali. The Dogon are an indigenous ethnic group living in the central plateau region of Mali. To support the Dogon indigenous 
population, USAID is funding the Mali Sustainable Tourism Alliance (MSTA). The goal of the MSTA is to help provide 

income-earning opportunities with fairly distributed benefits to all stakeholders while respecting and protecting natural resources 

in the local communities. The primary activities will be carried out in the Mopti Region, focusing on the Dogon area.  

 

Namibia. USAID Namibia invested in the highly successful Namibia community-based natural resources management 

(CBNRM) program called Living in a Finite Environment (LIFE), from 1992 until June 2008, in cooperation with the Namibian 
Ministry of Environment and Tourism (MET). The program’s objective was increasing benefits received by historically 

disadvantaged Namibians from sustainable local management of natural resources in communal areas.   

 
LIFE fostered the creation of an enabling environment for CBNRM through a facilitative and supportive role in policy 

development and the strengthening of institutional capacity of CBNRM support organizations.  It also enhanced the involvement 

of historically disadvantaged Namibians by fostering awareness of emerging CBNRM development opportunities — which 
helped change their attitudes toward wildlife and conservation.  The LIFE2 phase continued to build the institutional capacity of 

project partners to provide CBNRM services to conservancies, institutionalized the CBNRM program at the formal tertiary 

educational level, and increased Namibian support of national-level CBNRM coordination, planning, and decision-making.  In 
the LIFE Plus phase, the project strengthened partnerships with the private sector, provided intensified support to the 

development and management of conservancy natural resources (through participatory land use planning, development, and 

extension of community natural resources monitoring systems), supported the strategic introduction of wildlife in conservancies 
with low game densities, and diversified income generation opportunities to increase non-financial benefits and new income to 

households and conservancies. 

 
Uganda.  Karamoja, the north-eastern region of Uganda, is home to the Karamojong, Nilotic descendants with links to Ethiopia 

and Sudan who remain faithful to their nomadic agro-pastoralist heritage. Pastoral conflict in the region which has been 

exacerbated by easy access to weaponry, diminishing natural resources, and widespread poverty has undermined the 
development of the region. In close coordination with the USG interagency, USAID implements carefully targeted interventions 

designed to support key state and traditional institutions to improve stability and peace, provide humanitarian assistance, and 

promote improved livelihoods.  
 

USAID/Uganda is addressing the causes of conflict and is engaging communities in activities that promote livelihood and 

reconciliation between communities. In these communities, USAID is also providing humanitarian assistance and emergency 
food aid as needed.  In health, the Joint Clinical Research Centre (JCRC) supports Kaboong Hospital on Antiretroviral therapy 

(ARV), HIV care, lab services and post exposure prophylaxis for victims of sexual violence or health workers who sustain 
needle pricks while on duty.  USAID also implements a Multi-Year Assistance Program for Karamoja to improve food 

production, consumption and sales among smallholder farming households, and improve health and nutrition among 

pregnant/lactating women and children under five. 
 

In southern Africa, USAID continues to support community-based natural resources management through a regional program 

called Conservation Partnerships for Sustainability in Southern Africa (COPASSA).  COPASSA aims to scale up results 
produced by USAID conservation investments over the last 25 years in wildlife conservancies and other biodiversity-focused 

community-based programs in Southern Africa.  COPASSA works to spur innovation and scale up successful initiatives by 

establishing partnerships that promote CBNRM principles, and developing and distributing tools to help rural communities use 
information more effectively.   

 

Forested Regions 

Many indigenous peoples reside in areas that span national boundaries. Africa’s forested regions represent a major focus for 

USAID. Some of Africa’s most vulnerable IPs dwell in the rainforests in the Congo Basin, a region that represents 70% of all 

African forests, spanning more than one million square kilometers in ten countries. Only the rainforests of the Amazon are 
larger. More than 40 million people depend on the Congo River Basin rainforests for food, forest products (e.g., materials for 

traditional crafts, cultural/religious practices, and economic development), energy and medicine. Deforestation not only threatens 

IPs, but also important wildlife species and ecosystems such as watersheds that provide essential services to people and 
economies. 
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There are many indigenous groups in the Congo Basin.  Small-scale societies, whether self-defined as IPs or not, are politically 

and economically marginalized, often the poorest of the poor, who try to be in harmony with the natural resources which form 
the basis of their livelihoods and culture. Logging is not what is threatening Congo Basin forests the most -- it is encroachment 

due to agricultural expansion and population growth.  But appropriate agricultural and economic development is also needed by 

the larger society in which the IPs are embedded to provide for greater livelihood security for all. Conservation efforts are 
balancing the protection of ecosystems and species with improving the livelihoods of forest dwellers.   

 

The U.S. Government shares a stake in preserving these forest environments, as they sequester carbon, and deforestation and use 
of wood for fuel releases large amounts of CO2 and other greenhouse gases into the atmosphere, posing significant threats to the 

exacerbation of global climate change. 

 
The Central Africa region – the Congo River Basin and other tropical forest landscapes – is the focus of USAID’s Central Africa 

Regional Program for the Environment (CARPE). The CARPE program is a long term investment that has been particularly 

aimed at reducing deforestation, conserving great apes and their ecosystems, and enhancing the livelihoods of people in the 
region. CARPE is the Africa Bureau’s “flagship” biodiversity program, and in the future, is likely to incorporate a focus upon 

reducing emissions from deforestation and forest degradation (REDD). As it evolves, for instance via foreign assistance 

financing and leveraged investment mechanisms which are expected to emerge as a result of international negotiations on 
climate change over the next few years, the REDD concept has the potential to transform the way that land-use decisions are 

made in developing countries by creating an economic value for standing  forests, while also taking into consideration the needs 

and vulnerabilities of indigenous peoples who are integral elements of the forest ecosystem. CARPE’s support for indigenous 

peoples includes using participatory and inclusive approaches to land-use and management planning. 

 

The estimated indigenous population of this region includes approximately 500,000 Mbuti people (pygmies2) living in the 
Central African rainforests. The members of these communities are partially hunter-gatherers, subsisting to some degree on the 

wild products of their environment and trading with neighboring farmers to acquire cultivated foods and other material items. 

Problems facing the indigenous peoples include discrimination by other ethnic groups, eviction from their traditional homelands 
due to deforestation caused by agricultural expansion and logging, and the general burden of living in extreme poverty. 

 
In West Africa, USAID’s Sustainable and Thriving Environments for West Africa Regional Development (STEWARD) 

program focuses on key transboundary priority zones across the Upper Guinean Forest Ecosystem (Guinea, Ghana, Ivory Coast, 

Sierra Leone, Liberia), working with local communities to promote a regional approach for biodiversity conservation in West 
Africa.  STEWARD grantees, such as the Wild Chimpanzee Foundation, take a very community-centered approach and work in 

isolated areas. STEWARD will be working with countries and the Mano River Union on social safeguards for REDD, which 

directly addresses IP issues.  
 

Rangelands, Pastoralism and Livestock 

The expansive rangeland regions where the pastoralists of Africa live are another important focus, and where regional 
approaches are called for. Arid and semiarid rangelands constitute about 60% of the surface area of East and West Africa. The 

so-called “Pastoral Arc” of the Horn of Africa contains the largest concentration of pastoralists, agro-pastoralists, and livestock 

in Africa. Pastoralism is a rational economic land-use system able to generate significant returns, and one that has strong 
relationships with the environment and deep roots in culture and tradition. Widespread misunderstanding about pastoralism has 

left it often under-protected, undervalued and an unintended victim of uninformed policy. But this traditional mobility-dependent 

livelihood, designed as an adaptive strategy for thriving in some of the world’s harshest regions, is well suited to the climatic and 
economic uncertainties of our times.  Harnessing the mobility and governance systems of pastoralists can be expected to enhance 

resilience to climate change and serve U.S. security interests as well. 

 
USAID recognizes that revitalized customary pastoral clan governance systems, supported by understanding government 

institutions, can play a significant and robust role in solving inter-ethnic conflict in pastoral areas. Pastoralists’ knowledge, skills, 

practices and customary governance structures are essential in maintaining the rangelands, biodiversity and peace in these fragile 
ecosystems.  

 

From 2006 to 2010, USAID/East Africa managed an innovative transboundary program called Regional Enhanced Livelihoods 
in Pastoral Areas (RELPA) in the Horn of Africa. It built upon and complemented the Pastoral Livelihoods Initiative (PLI) of 

USAID /Ethiopia (see above) and the Northeast Pastoral Development Project (NEPDP) of USAID/Kenya.  The aim of RELPA 

was to support an effective transition from emergency relief to the promotion of long-term economic development in the 
transboundary pastoral areas of southern Ethiopia, northern Kenya, and southwest Somalia. In 2007, USAID partnered with a 

consortium of NGOs lead by CARE to implement a component of RELPA known as the Enhanced Livelihoods in the Mandera 

Triangle consortium program (ELMT).  This project helped to foster a wide partnership of organizations in the cross-border 

region that could effectively implement RELPA activities at the field level, while other components focused on policy level 

interventions, such as a Policy for Food Security in Pastoralist Areas developed with the Common Market for East and Southern 

Africa (COMESA). Also, transboundary peace initiatives were mounted with the Conflict Early Warning and Response Network 
(CEWARN), a specialized body of the Intergovernmental Agency for Development (IGAD) in the Horn of Africa, in 

collaboration with the USAID/East Africa Regional Conflict Management and Governance (RCMG) office.   

 
TheIn West Africa, the USAID Agribusiness and Trade Promotion (ATP) project includes a focus on the livestock value chain, 

consisting of cattle, sheep and goats, largely produced by pastoralists.  While the project does not focus specifically on 

pastoralists at the production level, they are major stakeholders. ATP aims to increase the volume and value of intra-regional 

                                                 
2 There is no single term to replace so-called “pygmies,” who prefer instead to be referred to by the name of their various ethnic groups, or names for various interrelated 

groups such as the Aka (Mbenga), Baka, Mbuti, and Twa. 
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agricultural trade in West Africa. Through ATP, USAID focuses on target activities that catalyze the efforts of West African 

stakeholders to find sustainable solutions to key constraints in intra-regional agricultural trade. This approach will not only 
significantly strengthen intra-regional trade during the project, but will also make the impacts sustainable after the end of the 

project.  

 
USAID also has a Global Livestock program called Adapting Livestock Systems to Climate Change Collaborative Research 

Support Program (ALS-CC CRSP). It aims to reduce vulnerability, increase adaptive capacity, and augment the income of 

livestock producers in regions where agricultural systems are changing, available resources are shrinking, and climate is having 
an impact. It is focused on small-scale livestock producers and pastoralists living in semi-arid ecosystems in regions in East and 

West Africa and Central Asia where livestock production is closely tied to the state of environmental, human, and animal health. 

 
Finally, USAID’s Higher Education for Development partnership Program has given a grant to Colorado State University and 

the University of Nairobi to establish a Sustainable Drylands Centre, which will advance pastoralist development issues around 

Africa. 
 

Conclusions 
 

While this summary has primarily focused on USAID’s activities in the context of natural resource management, Indigenous 

Peoples are beneficiaries in many of USAID’s programs across the sectors, including economic growth, health, education, 

democracy and  governance, conflict mitigation and management.  Increasingly, USAID is including explicit language on IPs 

and has targeted IPs in its activities. 

 

Current USAID guidance and practice focus on indigenous peoples and indigenous issues by:  

 involving indigenous peoples and local communities at every stage of decision-making; 

 facilitating the creation of conservation priorities that respect the rights of indigenous peoples at all levels of government; 

 modifying or codifying indigenous tenure systems rather than introducing or fostering more formal, complicated and 

expensive systems; 

 encouraging the development of indigenous organizations that meet people's requirements for sustained economic and 

social progress; 

 developing sustainable economic uses of biological resources; 

 building local capacity for biodiversity management; and,  

 supporting nongovernmental conservation and research programs that target IPs. 

 
Further, USAID has a particular interest in and focus on: 

 reducing the sexual and gender based violence that frequently targets indigenous women and girls in Africa.  

 advancing a strategic approach to current practices that connect faith traditions of IPs to conservation and the protection of 

biodiversity.  

 integrating considerations of informal, indigenous and customary law into our Rule of Law programming worldwide will 

also have a positive effect on the legal rights of IPs. 

 
USAID has also adopted the following fundamental principles and priorities in our work with African IPs: 

 

Indigenous Peoples are stakeholders in their own development.  USAID recognizes that Indigenous Peoples are distinctive social 
and cultural groups, and tend to be politically, economically and/or socially marginalized and therefore vulnerable.  

 

Conservation efforts, biodiversity and the role for IPs.  USAID recognizes that conservation of biodiversity requires working 
with and honoring the role of IPs, who should be enabled to be the stewards of their lands, while enjoying the benefit of 

appropriate social safeguards.   

 
Land tenure, property rights and agri-business. USAID is working closely with the Millennium Challenge Corporation and 

Department of State on land governance issues within our foreign and development policies.   

 
Climate Change and the impact on IPs.  USAID leadership on strong environmental safeguards and monitoring and evaluation 

protocols and practices is represented in part by its support to the international and national efforts in Reduction in Emissions 

from Deforestation and Forest Degradation (REDD), which contains a call for renewed commitment to environmental and social 
safeguards.  This means going beyond mere slowing or halting of deforestation: it includes “avoided deforestation”, i.e. 

conservation of existing forests, and “reforestation/afforestation”, i.e. increasing/enhancing existing forest carbon stocks. It is 

also is typically understood to include a preservation of the rights of IPs as part of any REDD mechanism. 

 

Likewise, helping pastoral communities revitalize their indigenous NRM and customary governance systems will improve 
rangelands productivity, and lead to better resilience to drought and reduced conflict, even in the face of higher threats to food 

security due to climate uncertainty. Healthy rangelands have enormous potential to sequester carbon.   

 
In summary, while there remains much to do, both in terms of policies and programs, USAID has been highly cognizant and 

active in support of Indigenous Peoples. 
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Cochairman McGOVERN.  Well, thank you very much for your excellent 

testimony.  And we appreciate this administration's commitment to protecting the 

rights of indigenous peoples.   

I had mentioned before that we had a hearing on indigenous peoples in Latin 

America.  And one of the sad realities of the situation is that, by the time, in many 

cases, voices are raised to protect the rights of indigenous communities, they are 

already destroyed.  And that is one of the things that, obviously, we are very much 

concerned about.   

Let me begin with a question.  There was a recent article in The Economist 

which talked about the surge in land deals, especially in Africa.  And the article, 

furthermore, questions the benefit of large land acquisitions by investors and 

highlights the pernicious influence of corruption on these transactions.  The World 

Bank has suggested a mechanism modeled after the Extractive Industries 

Transparency Initiative to increase transparency with respect to such land 

acquisitions. 

But I am curious what we think about that. I mean, I was at a briefing this 

morning with Lester Brown, and he was also talking about this kind of surge in land 

acquisitions and the implications it has, not only on indigenous communities but on a 

country's ability to grow food and have access to water. So I would like your thoughts 

on that. 

And what methods is the United States pursuing to improve the agricultural 

productivity of small-scale farmers?  And what is being done to ensure that they are 

not evicted from their lands when these land deals are made?   

Ms. CROMER.  Thank you, Mr. Chairman.   

Over the past 2 years, large-scale land acquisitions by private-sector investors 

and sovereign wealth funds have been widely criticized, as you state.  Problems cited 

include opaque and nonparticipatory negotiations to lease and sell land and the 

prevalence of contracts that provide only limited employment opportunities for local 

people.   

Some criticism is fair, but problems should not be viewed as universal.  

Investment is essential to accomplish the goals of improved security and agricultural 

productivity.  And indigenous people may, with appropriate protections of their land 

tenure and property rights, benefit from large-scale transactions that result from 

transparent, participatory negotiations and that lead to arrangements or partnerships 

that provide meaningful benefits to local communities.   

Creating a system of records that recognizes and enforces the rights of 

individual groups and legal entities to land and natural resources is critically 

important in order to empower the rights of holders and protect against unlawful 

evictions, resettlements, and uncompensated takings of property.   

At the same time, creating robust land governance systems will help 

encourage domestic and foreign direct investment that will help spur increases in 

agricultural productivity.  And that will help meet the important policy goals of the 

U.S. Government's Feed the Future strategy, which is also commensurate with our 

African partners' goals of increasing agricultural productivity.   

So it is important, Mr. Chairman, to make sure that we are using all measures 
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to ensure the participation of indigenous peoples in these governance systems, and we 

at USAID are committed to that.  

Cochairman McGOVERN.  Speaking just in very general terms with regard to 

Africa -- and I know that we are trying to get more representation from indigenous 

communities at the table when issues are being dealt with.  But one of the things that I 

heard -- and maybe I am wrong on this -- is that there are sometimes substitutes for 

representation from the indigenous communities, that their participation rate is not as 

high as we would like.  And, you know, when I say "we," I am using the general 

"we," not the United States -- but we are not doing enough to kind of involve them in 

some of these major decisions, that oftentimes there are substitutes for the indigenous 

representation that are making some of these decisions.   

I am just curious, I mean, if you would kind of rate, you know, the 

participation of indigenous communities in Africa in some of these decisions that 

affect them directly.  I mean, you know, is it low, is it medium, is it high?  How 

would you characterize that?   

Ms. CROMER.  We have a number of experts at USAID who could 

characterize that better than I could.  In fact, I have two of them here with me.  If you 

would like, they could come to the table and answer that question for you.  

Cochairman McGOVERN.  Sure.   

Ms. CROMER.  I have Dr. Chloe Schwenke -- would you like to come to the 

table? -- and Walter Knausenberger.   

Ms. SCHWENKE.  Good morning, Mr. Chairman.   

Cochairman McGOVERN.  Good morning. 

Ms. SCHWENKE.  I am Chloe Schwenke.   

This is a challenge that is faced in all of our activities involving African 

people generally, not just indigenous populations, and that is to make sure that their 

voices are actually being heard, themselves.  What happens as an interim stage is that 

civil society organizations speak on their behalf.  That is a reflection of just a sense of 

comfort to be engaged in that type of dialogue that civil society groups are more 

conversant with.   

We are quite careful to, you know, consistently question those civil society 

groups around the issues of legitimacy.  Who are you speaking for?  On what 

authority are you making these statements?  Are your assertions justifiable?  It is sort 

of a due diligence process that we regularly engage in with civil society.   

We also exert consistent pressure with civil society to develop capacity so that 

more and more, through time, actual representatives of indigenous peoples are there 

at the table and that we don't need to have a separate voice representing them.  That 

trend is well-advanced across Africa.  It is much less well-advanced within 

indigenous populations, largely as a function of education and largely as a function of 

just unfamiliarity with that type of dialogue process.   

Our residual concern, of course, is how we get women involved in that 

process, as well.  Because traditional societies, if you go revert to who they would say 

represents them, they won't put their women forward.  And the women, themselves, 

because they, in many cases, simply have no access to any education in a formal 

sense, are not very well-positioned to speak well on their own behalf.   

So we have a lot of work still to do to have that dialogue with traditional 
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leaders to say, we really need to hear from your women, we really want to hear from 

your women.  And we are working with civil society to put that message across as 

part of the total package of empowerment of local representatives of indigenous 

populations, to be those conversants with us.  

Cochairman McGOVERN.  And, again, I guess a concern is, as we develop 

this process to involve more direct representation and more women representation, 

while all that is going on, there are these land deals that are happening, there are trade 

agreements that are being moved forward, there is all kinds of stuff going on that, you 

know, in some cases, potentially could have a very adverse impact on some of these 

communities.   

And so, you know, one of the challenges is, how do you protect the rights of 

these communities, how do you protect their culture, their identity so that they don't 

get, you know, swept up in some of these deals that are being made, and then it is too 

late, really?   

I mean, again, I go back to the hearing -- I remember going back to the 

hearings we had in terms of Latin America, I remember going and visiting Ecuador 

and visiting some of the indigenous communities that really have been kind of 

essentially decimated because of development deals.  I mean, they no longer operate 

the way they used to.  Their culture has been kind of destroyed, and, you know, their 

whole way of life has.  And they have been pushed farther and farther, in that case, 

into the jungles.  But they are just different; they are no longer what they used to be.   

And I don't know what the right answer is.  It is just raising the concern that, 

you know, in an age where we are all committed to development and expansion and 

land deals and trade agreements, that especially us, here in the United States, that we 

are sensitive to the realities that face these indigenous communities.   

And I appreciate -- I think you are kind of speaking to the converted here, but 

it is just something that is troublesome to us.  And we are trying to find ways to, you 

know, help be a voice for these communities, you know, while all this is going on. 

Ms. SCHWENKE.  Thank you, Mr. Chairman.  

Cochairman McGOVERN.  Let me ask, to what extent are we considering 

indigenous peoples as partners in our efforts to combat climate change?   

Mr. KNAUSENBERGER.  Yes, sir.  My name is Walter Knausenberger. 

And I spent quite a few years working in East Africa with the mobile 

pastoralist communities.  And there is a community which exhibits all the attributes 

of indigenous peoples as described who have not been represented at the appropriate 

fora, have been maligned over the decades as troublemakers, when, in fact, they have 

governance systems which could be part of the solution.  They actually manage to 

move their livestock over large landscapes and have trade routes which are 

well-established over the millennia and have the ability to adapt to climate change.  

That is their very nature, their mobility.   

So they have, over millennia, been able to respond to where the rains fall, 

move their cattle to another range that are verdant and where water is available.  And 

then in dry seasons, wet seasons, movement dynamics are all sort of well worked out.  

The problem has been that those systems are not respected by state authorities, not 

recognized, haven't been until quite recently.   

In Ethiopia and Kenya, we have seen a trend toward engaging with these 



 15 

pastoralist governance structures in a spirit of understanding and, in fact, recognizing 

that they have a lot of knowledge to contribute to the management of those 

landscapes, which, in fact, currently produce over half of all the meat consumed in 

East Africa.  But they are at risk because of the population growth, districting, 

political changes and representation.  The populations are expected to settle down, 

and that is quite destructive to the health and stability of these landscapes.  

So that is a response -- in a response to climate change, they have systems 

which, if they were allowed to be restored, they actually would be productive 

members of society.  

Cochairman McGOVERN.  Well, that kind of brings me to this next point, 

that, you know, indigenous peoples have developed certain practices and methods to 

cultivate the lands that they have lived on, you know, for hundreds of years.  And, 

you know, they possess a very specialized knowledge about their natural 

environment.   

And, you know, I think what I have come to appreciate is that, in many cases, 

they are more advanced than we are, in terms of how you should manage land and 

how you should develop it.  I guess, you know, to what extent are we exploring and 

learning from these traditional practices or types of knowledge, which could be not 

only supported locally but then could be used elsewhere, could be models elsewhere?   

Mr. KNAUSENBERGER.  Well, the general pattern that we approached in 

developing programs that implicate or involve indigenous peoples is that of 

participation.  We have a system that is well-established now in the last 15, 20 years 

called the community-based natural resources management systems that have been 

implemented in dry-land areas in southern and eastern and western Africa and in 

forested areas, a participatory land-use management program that has involved 

indigenous peoples and all the other local stakeholders.  And they are really involved 

at all stages of the decision-making process.   

So, in that way, they are involved.  But there is also always the risk of having 

others speak for them, in a sense, that we have talked about before.  And that is an 

additional level of sensitivity we all need to bring to this.   

If you are involved in, like we are in the Congo River Basin -- the Central 

African Regional Program for the Environment has been in place now for 15 years, 

and it has been engaging specifically with the forest peoples.  And with our 

participant organizations, the implementing organizations, the NGOs who work there, 

like The Gorilla Foundation and such, they need to engage with the populations there 

to help protect them.  Because the indigenous peoples do recognize them as assets 

and know how to manage them, and that knowledge has to be capitalized upon.  

Ms. CROMER.  Thank you, Mr. Chairman.   

Just to give you a couple of examples, indigenous and local ecological 

knowledge is a major tool in combating desertification and the impact of climate 

change.  And, as you know, this refers to the knowledge, practices, and beliefs of 

indigenous people.   

In Mali, the Dogon peoples have a unique culture that survives in a stunning 

but harsh landscape.  Their vegetation and tree resources are being decimated by 

overharvesting and desertification.  USAID works with the Dogon to enhance 

sustainable ecotourism to bring needed revenue to this poor part of Mali while 
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protecting the cultural integrity of the Dogon people.  So this is one area.   

We also work with the U.S. Peace Corps in Mali to help women protect 

precious indigenous trees, whose fruits provide food and cooking oil and revenue in 

these parts of Mali.   

So these are two areas where we are working very closely with indigenous 

peoples to improve their livelihoods and protect the environment.   

Cochairman McGOVERN.  I think that is great, and I want to commend the 

administration for doing that.   

But I also think that there are, again, examples of practices within indigenous 

communities that we can learn from, too, you know, that may be models for 

supporting other indigenous communities or other communities in general, you know, 

in other parts of the world.   

It is fascinating to me, as I get to learn about some of these different 

communities, the innovation, the boldness in terms of some of the development, you 

know, the smart development in agriculture, even in terms of medicine.  Sometimes 

there is a tendency up here to think of indigenous communities as somehow primitive, 

not part of the regular -- all of us, the so-called regular people, I guess.  But the reality 

is, in many cases, in some areas, they are much more advanced.   

And so I would like to think that, as we move along here, that in addition to 

providing assistance, you know, in ways that we know we can be helpful, that we also 

learn from them and apply some of their practices in how we combat climate change 

and how we do better agriculture and that kind of stuff.  So I think there is a lot that, 

you know, we can learn from them.   

Ms. CROMER.  My own experience in Nigeria, Mr. Chairman, is that we 

were working with the National Institutes of Health to do just what you say.  We 

helped to build a lab in Nigeria, where we were working with Nigerian scientists to 

look at traditional medicines and herbs and see how they are used among the 

indigenous populations and to use that knowledge to advance medicine here at home 

and globally.   

So there is a lot of transfer of information in our direction, as well.  

Cochairman McGOVERN.  You mentioned a couple of examples of where we 

are helping in some of these communities.  I mean, are you finding that indigenous 

communities are directly applying for some of the assistance that we can offer?   

A better question may be, where do they fit in, like, into the Feed the Future 

initiative, for example?  Are these communities aware of the assistance protections 

and the support that we can offer?   

Ms. CROMER.  That is an excellent question, and that is a question that we 

are addressing right now.   

Feed the Future is a new Presidential initiative.  We are working to develop 

strategies around the new program.  And we will be reaching out to communities and 

indigenous populations to make sure that they are part of the program.   

In the USAID's new business reforms, we do have as one of our goals to do 

more direct awards to country and community and indigenous populations so that we 

can work directly with them, building their capacity, learning from them, and 

working in partnership with them.  So that is one of our major goals.  

Cochairman McGOVERN.  I appreciate that.   
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And, look, let me just conclude by saying that this commission cares very 

deeply about the issues facing indigenous communities, not just in Africa but all over 

the world.  We very much appreciate your service.  We very much your appreciate 

your dedication to this issue.  I think we are kind of on the same wavelength here.   

But I will end with just kind of an offer, that if there are things that you think 

are important for Congress to be more involved in and more supportive of, especially 

during these tight budgetary times, you know, there is a bipartisan group of us who 

would be more than willing to work with you.  I mean, these are important issues, and 

I think, to the extent that we handle them well, it will reflect well on the United 

States.  These are the kinds of things we should be doing.   

So I thank you so much for your testimony and for your service, and we look 

forward to working with you.   

Ms. CROMER.  Thank you, Mr. Chairman. 

Cochairman McGOVERN.  Our second panel will be with Rebecca Adamson, 

the president and founder of First Peoples Worldwide, one of the few indigenous-led 

international organizations working to support, empower, and promote the priorities 

of indigenous people on the ground.  Ms. Adamson, who is Cherokee, is well-known 

for her asset-based development strategies among American Indians and indigenous 

peoples.  She is also the co-author of the book, "The Color of Wealth."  

We also have at the table Phillemon Nakali Loyelei, who represents the 

Nyangatom tribe, which is from the Omo Valley region of Ethiopia.  He is currently 

in United States and seeking political asylum.  He left Ethiopia because of threats that 

he and his family received after speaking out against a dam that is being built that will 

adversely impact his people.   

And, finally, Lavinia Currier, who is a trustee of the Sacharuna Foundation, a 

private foundation that promotes land and wildlife conservation and indigenous rights 

and livelihoods.  Educated at the Putney School and at Harvard University, Ms. 

Currier is a lifelong conservationist, human rights activist, and filmmaker.  Her most 

recent feature film is a Central African Republic and U.S. co-production that looks at 

the daily life of the Ba'aka forest peoples of the CAR.   

And if I messed anybody's names up, I apologize.  You can correct that for the 

record.  But, as I tell people, I am from Massachusetts, and some people think we 

don't even speak English.   

So, Ms. Adamson, why don't we begin with you?  And we welcome you here today.   

 

STATEMENT OF REBECCA ADAMSON, PRESIDENT AND FOUNDER OF 

FIRST PEOPLES WORLDWIDE  
 

Ms. ADAMSON.  Esteemed Members of this chamber, invited guests, and, in 

particular, Mr. Chairman, I want to thank you for the opportunity to bring before you 

the issues of indigenous peoples in Africa.   

I also want to thank our government for the endorsement of UNDRIP.  It was 

very meaningful for us.   

Here is something you probably don't hear often in this panel:  We have some 

good news.  This is our chance to do well by doing good.  By showing leadership in 

granting land tenure rights, backing the legal measures to enforce them, and 
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supporting traditional land management techniques for indigenous peoples in Africa, 

you can do the right thing while also improving our economic wellbeing and 

increasing our national security.   

For many indigenous peoples, you provide the only government forum where 

we can have our say.  Very few African countries even recognize the existence of 

indigenous peoples, let alone provide them avenues for political participation.  So we 

thank you very much for today.   

These roughly 21.9 million people are the most marginalized residents of the 

African continent.  Their many cultures and ways of life are under threat, in some 

cases to the point of extinction.  Survival, for most, depends on traditional lands that 

foreign governments and corporations seize daily, generally the poorest, harshest 

terrain out there.  Their continued existence and cultural practice is a testament to our 

dynamism, intelligence, strength, and community.  We have a lot to learn from 

indigenous peoples and those here today.  

You may have already contemplated human rights issues here at this 

committee, and likely you already have.  However, have you considered that the 

rights of indigenous people of Africa are vital to our national security?   

Today's conflicts across West Africa and the Sahara have their origins in 

policies that excluded indigenous nomads from policymaking.  Giving recognition to 

all groups, respecting their differences, and allowing them to flourish in truly 

democratic spirit does not lead to but, rather, prevents conflict.  Our national security 

interests are best served through assisting African states in the development of 

multicultural democracies with representation of all ethnic groups.   

Working models exist.  For example, Kenya's 2010 constitution, passed by 

popular referendum, is the continent's first to enshrine the rights of indigenous 

peoples.  And the local divisions of General Motors, General Electric, and FedEx all 

report that they believe Kenya is on the right track.   

Not surprisingly, good governance is also good for business -- American 

business.  When we allow foreign governments and organizations to trod upon 

indigenous peoples, our interests in upholding human rights and opening up 

competitive markets and in mitigating the conflict that fuels extremism suffer.  

Ethiopia serves as a reminder.  It has investments from 36 countries, including 

India, Pakistan, China, and Saudi Arabia, and 896 foreign businesses.  For them, the 

government forcibly resettled 15,000 people, impoverishing whole communities and 

denying them the power to contest or benefit from the land deals.   

Conversely, our Chamber of Commerce reports that the American firms seek 

investments to employ Ethiopians to farm for local consumption and export where 

there is demand -- investments that will not come to fruition without your 

involvement.   

Africa offers long-term growth opportunities, but, without your attention, we 

will cede potential gains to our Chinese and Indian competitors.  To help African 

markets emerge, you must support true tenure security.   

Besides commercial development, governments dispossess traditional land in 

Africa for national parks and conservation areas.  Under the guise of conservation, 

over 1.5 million indigenous peoples were evicted from the homelands they have 

always protected, for the intended purpose of protecting those lands.  
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Conservation of our biodiversity is crucial, and we must support the 15,348 

protected areas in Africa.  But, currently, indigenous people live in and protect 

86 percent of the world's standing forests.  And 80 percent of the world's remaining 

biodiversity resides in our territories.   

Again, there is a lot to learn from indigenous peoples.   

The U.S. funds multi-billion-dollar efforts to reduce and mitigate carbon 

emissions and billions of tax dollars for conservation.  Using traditional stewardship 

practices, it costs $3.50 a hectare to conserve land and biodiversity on indigenous 

territories.  Large conservation organizations spend $3,500 a hectare to do the same.  

Yet, inexplicably, over 90 percent of the conservation funding goes to support the 

protected-area strategies implemented by international NGOs.   

Africa's indigenous people know how to protect African lands, resources, and 

wildlife.  They also have the most to lose from continued destruction.  Global climate 

change and associated food insecurity has reduced some African indigenous 

communities to desperation, as their cattle herds dry off and their crops whither.   

But there are almost no African wildlife professionals in large conservation 

projects.  In the USAID Congo Basin Forest Partnership, spanning over 700,000 

square miles across 6 countries, encompassing 24 million people, U.S.- and 

European-based NGOs run the show.  Not a single African conservation group nor 

indigenous representative voice is among them, nor do these NGOs have indigenous 

peoples on their board.  And this is after a previous Congo Basin initiative led to the 

eviction of 45,000 pygmies from their traditional forest homelands. 

We have three requests that we would like to place before this esteemed 

committee today.  The steps that we ask you to take might be small, but we think they 

are very important.  We would like to see this commission consider the following 

actions:  to recommend the Human Rights and International Organizations 

Subcommittee of the House Foreign Affairs Committee be assigned legislative 

jurisdiction for indigenous peoples issues, concerns, and interests.   

We would like this commission to consider directing the annual State 

Department human rights reports to contain sections for reporting specifically on the 

status of human rights of indigenous people in law and in practice.   

And in accordance with the human rights reporting under the Foreign 

Assistance Act, we would like this committee to request that the GAO perform an 

audit and report on the status of the internationally recognized human rights of the 

various groups of indigenous people.   

It is not often that the right thing to do also serves our vital interests.  As a 

human rights undertaking, a demonstration of U.S. leadership in the world, an 

investment in our economic future, and a down payment on our security, we must 

take the rights and needs of indigenous peoples to heart, and we must act in solidarity 

to promote and protect them.   

Thank you.  

[The statement of Ms. Adamson follows:] 
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The overall picture of the human rights situation of indigenous peoples in Africa is a serious cause for concern, and 

effective protection and promotion of their human rights is urgently required. 

The African peoples who are applying the term ‘indigenous’ in their efforts to address their particular human rights 

situation cut across various economic systems and embrace hunter-gatherers, pastoralists as well as some small-scale 

traditional farmers. They practice different cultures, have different social institutions and observe different religious 

systems. The Pygmies of the Great Lakes Region, the San of southern Africa, the Hadzabe of Tanzania and the 

Ogiek, Sengwer and Yakuu of Kenya can all be mentioned as examples of hunter-gatherer communities who identify 

themselves as indigenous peoples. Similarly, pastoralist communities such as the Pokot of Kenya and Uganda, the 

Barabaig of Tanzania, the Maasai of Kenya and Tanzania, the Samburu, Turkana, Rendille, Endorois and Borana of 

Kenya, the Karamojong of Uganda, the Himba of Namibia and the Tuareg, Fulani and Toubou of Mali, Burkina Faso 

and Niger can all be mentioned as examples of pastoralists who identify as indigenous peoples. Additionally, the 

Amazigh of North Africa also identify as indigenous peoples. 

The total population of Indigenous Peoples in Africa is estimated to be 21.9 million. (IWGIA 2008)  Overall 

characteristics of Indigenous groups are that their cultures and ways of life differ considerably from the dominant 

society, and that their cultures are under threat, in some cases to the point of extinction. A key characteristic for most 

of them is that the survival of their particular way of life depends on access and rights to their traditional lands and 

the natural resources thereon. They suffer from discrimination as they are regarded as less developed and less 

advanced than other more dominant sectors of society. They often live in inaccessible regions, often geographically 

isolated, and suffer from various forms of marginalization, both politically and socially. They are subjected to 

domination and exploitation within national political and economic structures that are commonly designed to reflect 

the interests and activities of the national majority.  

Lack of legislative and constitutional recognition of their existence is a major concern for indigenous peoples. Very 

few African countries recognize the existence of indigenous peoples in their countries. Even fewer do so in their 

national constitutions or legislation. Indigenous Peoples representation in the legislative assemblies and other 

political structures of their respective states tends to be very weak; hence issues that concern them are not adequately 

addressed. This is a direct violation to the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, the ILO Convention 

169 on Indigenous Peoples Rights and Article 13(1) of the African Charter on Human and Peoples Rights which 

guarantees all citizens the right to participate in the government of their own country. 

It has been our experience that U.S. Embassies rarely address the human rights of indigenous peoples within their in-

country human rights reports.  However, the human rights and rights of Indigenous Peoples of Africa intersect 
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with vital U.S. national security interests. Today’s unstable situations in the many conflict zones across West 

Africa and the Sahara all have their origins in policies that excluded Indigenous nomads from governance and policy-

making. Conflicts in West Africa will continue until reconciliation can be reached between the Indigenous Peoples of 

the region and their fellow citizens.  

A rich variety of ethnic groups exists within basically all African states, and multiculturalism is a living reality. 

Conflicts do not arise because people demand their rights but because their rights are violated. Giving recognition to 

all groups, respecting their differences and allowing them all to flourish in a truly democratic spirit does not lead to 

conflict, it prevents conflict. In the long term, United States national security interests are best served through 

assisting the African states in the development of multicultural democracies based on respect for, and representation 

of all ethnic groups within this important continent..  

 I would like to highlight some positive developments that are taking place on matters such as; cultural rights, 

constitutional recognition , more favorable development policies and, in a few cases, even on land rights issues. 

USAID should look to countries such as South Africa, Algeria, Morocco, Mali, Republic of Congo, Burundi and 

Cameroon, and Kenya for Africa grown solutions and lessons they could support elsewhere. 

We hoped our panel would have Mary Simat, a Maasai from Kenya to be here in person. However she has submitted 

of written testimony on an unprecedented success in democracy building.  Passed by public referendum in 2010, 

Kenya’s new Constitution provides the continent with the first African constitution that enshrines the rights of 

Indigenous Peoples. Good governance is good for business. The in-country divisions of GM, General Electric and 

FedEx report “a sense that they (Kenya) are on the right track.” In the long term, their empowerment can lead to 

greater participation and prosperity, and therefore peace.  

The San, Pygmies, Ogiek, Maasai, Barabaig, Tuareg, Hadzabe, etc., are of course seeking, individual human rights 

protection, just like other individuals the world over. However, it goes beyond this. These groups seek recognition as 

peoples, and protection of their cultures and particular ways of life. A major issue for these groups is the protection of 

collective rights and access to their traditional land and the natural resources upon which their way of life depends. 

These basic collective rights are being violated because many pastoralists, hunter-gatherers and other Indigenous 

groups are being evicted from their land or denied access to the natural resources upon which their culture and 

survival as peoples depends. This dispossession is driven by two factors: large foreign investments for commercial 

development and the establishment of national parks and conservation areas.   

Large scale commercial land grabs have become strikingly popular. Preliminary research by the International Land 

Coalition, estimated that over 47m hectares of African lands have been subject to some sort of negotiation with a 

foreign investor.  The Economist reports that over a tenth of the farmland of South Sudan has been leased this year 

and proposals that would allow Saudi business groups to take control of 70% of the rice-growing area of Senegal are 

being tendered. 

 Because the African land market is so ill-developed and the governments are so weak, most these land deals 

contribute little or nothing to the public good. Even after the contract is signed, there is no guarantee the land deal 
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will go accordingly.  A World Bank survey showed that in the Amhara region of Ethiopia, only 16 of 46 projects 

were working as intended. In Mozambique only half the projects were working as planned. One project in 

Mozambique had promised 2,650 jobs only to create a mere 35-40 full time positions.  

Very little, if any, sustainable development is occurring and land rents are de minimus: $5 per hectare in Liberia and 

$2 per hectare per year in Ethiopia.  But that is not stopping the land grab. So far, Ethiopia has investments from 36 

countries, including India, Pakistan, China and Saudi Arabia, and 896 businesses including Karuturi – one of the 

world’s top 25 agribusinesses. While making this land available for investors last year, Ethiopia resettled 15,000 

people from their customary homelands. The majority of the land leases encompassed Indigenous territories. Many of 

the concessions include homelands upon which whole villages live; dispossessing them of their livelihood and 

denying them the power to contest or benefit from the land deals.   

Throughout Africa the land of indigenous peoples is gradually shrinking; stripped of their natural resource assets they 

face certain destitution and possible extinction. To allow customary land systems to flounder in the realm of illegality 

deprives Indigenous Peoples of state sanction for and protection of their basic rights. It is a serious violation of the 

UN Declaration of the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (arts 13-19), ILO Convention 169 on the Right of Indigenous 

Peoples and the African Human and Peoples Rights Charter (Article 20, 21 and 22), all which state clearly that 

peoples have the right to existence, the right to their natural resources and property, and the right to their economic, 

social and cultural development.   

The goal is to create a stable investment environment in which communities can maintain their land claims, prosper 

and flourish alongside investment and national economic development.  Upholding indigenous land rights and 

preventing the human rights violations that these massive scale land grabs pose to the livelihood social and 

cultural well-being of Indigenous Peoples intersects with the economic future and U.S. national economic 

interests. The U.S. Chamber of Commerce, reports that the long-term business strategy of American firms for 

Ethiopia is to seek “investments to employ Ethiopians to farm for local consumption and export where there is 

demand.”  US interests are better promoted through a free market economy and to help African markets emerge the 

U.S. Government needs to support true tenure security that will come from: elevating customary land rights up into 

formal law, making customary land rights equal in weight to registered rights, and supporting the normative 

processes necessary to uphold and enforce such rule of law.  Africa offers long-term growth opportunities and the US 

government needs to find more innovative ways to help companies invest in Africa. Otherwise the U.S. economy will 

incur the severe opportunity cost of conceding to its Chinese and Indian competitors.  

Dispossession and land alienation whether by foreign investments or to create national parks and protected areas 

leads to an undermining of the knowledge systems through which Indigenous Peoples have sustained life over the 

centuries. From 1990 to 2000 conservation promoting the protected area strategies resulted in over 1 million 

Indigenous Peoples being evicted from their homelands, seriously threatening the continued existence of indigenous 

peoples and rapidly turning them into the most destitute and poverty stricken groups in Africa.  
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Conservation of our biodiversity is crucial and the 15,348 protected areas in Africa (Scholfield and Brockington 

2008) should be supported but currently Indigenous Peoples live in and protect 86 percent of the world’s standing 

forests.   Testament to the efficacy of traditional knowledge is the fact that 80% of the world’s remaining biodiversity 

resides within Indigenous territories. Globally, Indigenous lands encompass as much as 24 percent of Earth’s surface. 

While the global network of protected areas encompasses 12 percent of earth’s land. If recognition and support is 

given to Indigenous land tenure and management the amount of protected areas could more than double. 

Multibillion-dollar schemes paid for by U.S. tax dollars are being implemented to reduce and mitigate carbon 

emissions through forestation projects and preventing deforestation. And billions of tax dollars are expended for 

conservation and biodiversity protection. Using traditional Indigenous knowledge and stewardship, it costs $3.50 per 

hectare for Indigenous groups to conserve lands, forests and biodiversity on Indigenous territories. The administration 

and management of national parks and protected areas by large conservation organizations costs $3,500 per hectare.  

Upholding Indigenous Peoples’ land tenure and supporting their land management regimes serves U.S. 

interests in cost-effective conservation, mitigation of climate change, and global food security.  Currently a 

disproportionate share of biodiversity and conservation funding –well over 90 percent - goes to support conservation 

via the protected areas strategy. In the first analysis done of conservation NGOs in sub-Saharan Africa (Scholfield 

and Brockington 2008) it was estimated that the annual expenditure from between 2004 to 2006 was just under $200 

million. This represented the expenditures associated with 280 conservation NGOs covering 14% or 197 of Africa’s 

protected areas. The reported stated that a more adequate expenditure for meeting the needs of African protected 

areas conservation was $2 billion a year.  

 Promoted by large US based organizations, there is a telling absence of African wildlife professionals and an 

emphasis on the role of Europeans at work saving African wildlife.  In the USAID Congo Basin Forest Partnership, a 

conservation effort spanning over 700,000 square miles across six countries with 24 million people living in it the 

governing board and active players cited in this effort consist of 14 US and European based NGOs:  Africa Wildlife 

Fund, Center for Internet Forestry Research, CIRAD Centre de cooperation internal en recherché agronomique, CI 

,Forest Stewardship Council, Forest Trends, Jane Goodall Institute, IUCN, Program for Endorsement of Forest 

Certification PEFC, SVN Netherlands Development Organization, TRAFFIC the Wildlife Trade Monitoring 

Network, Wildlife Conservation Society WCS, WRI, and WWF 

Not a single local African conservation group, community conservancy and Indigenous representative voice is found 

in the project. Yet in partnership with WWF a previous Congo Basin initiative to create a network of Protected Areas 

lead to the evictions of 45,000 pygmies from their traditional forest homelands (Schmidt) In addition Global climate 

change and associated food insecurity has reduced some African Indigenous communities to desperation as their 

cattle herds die off or their crops come in at the wrong time of a globally warmed growing season. 

In order to save time today this part of our testimony is being submitted via videos that can show you some of the 

impact climate change is having in Indigenous communities.  Indigenous Peoples as models for low carbon 

sustainable livelihoods are the most negatively impacted by the changes brought on through climate change. We 
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asked communities from all over the world to submit videos of the effects of climate change and what they are doing 

about it.  Congress can see the resilience and brilliance of Indigenous Peoples offer for solutions in mitigation and 

adaptation. Your support and protection of our rights would enable us to join you in finding solutions we all  need 

while building a more fair just and sustainable future for all.   
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Cochairman McGOVERN.  Thank you very much for your excellent 

testimony.   

And we will now hear from Phillemon -- can you pronounce your name for 

the record so I don't screw it up too bad? 

 

STATEMENT OF PHILLEMON NAKALI LOYELEI, REPRESENTATIVE 

NYANGATOM TRIBE - ETHIOPIA 
 

Mr. LOYELEI.  Good morning, Chairman and commission members.  And 

greetings from Ethiopia.   

My name is Phillemon Nakali Loyelei, a member of the Nyangatom 

community in the southern part of Ethiopia. 

Cochairman McGOVERN.  I wasn't too off.   

Mr. LOYELEI.  It is with great honor and pride that I am able to share my 

experience with you today.   

I know my time is limited, but let me take a moment to publicly thank the 

Tom Lantos Human Rights Commission, Chairmen James McGovern and Frank 

Wolf, and, of course, the U.S. House of Representatives for holding today's hearing 

on the indigenous people of Africa.   

First, I would like to talk with you about the Gibe dam project of the Omo 

River.  Secondly, I would like to mention some of the positive effects of the 

community conservation project that began with the Mursi and other indigenous 

tribes in our region.   

Currently, the downstream communities of the southern part of Ethiopia are 

already experiencing the negative impact of the Gibe III agro-electrical dam upon 

their land and water bodies and upon their basic human rights to make a livelihood.   

These communities have not been consulted by the Ethiopian Government 

about the appropriations of their lands and waters.  In fact, very few of us have heard 

any information about the dam and the impacts.  The native indigenous tribe have 

never had an idea of what was going on by the Ethiopian Government, and they have 

never been informed.  And it was only the few of the elite from the indigenous 

community who had an idea that something was going on.  

As an indigenous people, we are left out of all decision-making process on 

constructions of Gibe III dam.  Ethiopian Government did not visit in person or speak 

with any of our community representative when they conducted their social and 

environmental impact assessment.  They sat in Addis Ababa and made their decisions 

without contacting through due diligence or talking with the indigenous community.  

They made a kind of descriptive research which the community did know, and then 

they made some kind of descriptive which the community did not even hear about, 

and they don't know what is going on.  And they contacted the indigenous 

community, so who will be most affected by this project.   

So it wasn't based on the prior consents of the pastoralist communities, which 

are the downstream communities.  I am talking about downstream communities, 

because the dam is built on upper stream of the Omo River, and the upper-stream 

communities would be affected and also the downstream communities.  So I am just 
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here representing to you the downstream communities of Ethiopia, which is the 

southern part of Ethiopian.   

The Government of Ethiopia holds hostile views of anyone critical of the dam, 

insisting that the opposition to the Gibe III dam was international, it was from the 

international NGOs, not from the pastoralist and hunting communities who will be 

directly affected by the Gibe III.   

This is not true.  We, the Nyangatom, representing the other affected 

pastoralist communities in this hearing, oppose the dam because it threatens to 

adversely affect our way of life.  It is not the outside NGOs who are making these 

decisions for us, as our government claims.  We, the indigenous people, oppose it.   

But we do not have democracy in Ethiopia.  Because we don't have a 

democracy, we don't have a voice to talk.  Few of the elites of the indigenous or the 

minority group who would be affected by the dam, we don't have a right to speak in 

front of the Ethiopian Government that there will be something affecting our 

communities.  And we need to say our things, but we have no democracy and the 

government doesn't want us to talk to them confrontly.  And we carry this voice to the 

international community so that our voice would be heard from international 

communities and directed from the international community to the Government of 

Ethiopia, not from us who are within Ethiopia.   

And, within Ethiopia, it is not only the Nyangatom who will be impacted by 

the Gibe III dam.  It will also negatively affect the lands and waters of Mursi, Kwegu, 

Karo, Mugle, Suri, and the Daasanach peoples.  And this negative impact will be 

far-reaching, to include the Turkana communities of Kenya, northern part of Kenya.   

And this negative impact will not only be far-reaching, it will also bring 

measurable impacts, which are losing of lakes, fishing ground.  And already these 

things are already happening.  And now these communities have lost their fishing 

ground and farming lands, and now they don't have any agriculture anymore, and they 

are starving.  They are dependent on aid from the government.  

The Gibe dam is bad for the indigenous people of the South Omo region of 

Ethiopia.  However, there is good news coming from the region, too.  Community 

conservancy projects are benefiting several indigenous groups in South Omo.  The 

one I am familiar with, this conservancy project started by the Mursi people.  We are 

placing a great hope in what is known as indigenous community stewardship areas or 

conservancies as a sustainable foundation for livelihood and environmental protection 

in southern Ethiopia.   

With support of First Peoples Worldwide and the International Land 

Commission, a group of Mursi representatives recently conducted experience sharing 

with six conservancies managed by Rendille, Maasai, and Samburu communities in 

Kenya.  Upon returning home to Ethiopia, the Mursi immediately decided to set up 

their own conservancy.  And they have subsequently been joined in the community 

conservation initiative by the Bodi, Kwegu, and, most recently, Suri.  Now, 

Nyangatom community, which I came from, they have a plan to join the Mursi to 

share the experience the Mursi got from Kenya.   

So the indigenous communities conservancy collaborative management 

initiative and the development in South Omo represents a superior model of conflict 

resolution and mitigation mechanism because these communities have been in 
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conflict for many years and they have been fighting, and this would enable them to 

bring them together and manage their resources and their wildlife.  

I most sincerely hope that, with today's great hearing as a starting point, the 

Tom Lantos Human Rights Commission and the United States Congress take the 

opportunity to address the total failure of the Ethiopian Government to consult and 

receive consent from the indigenous peoples whose lands and livelihood would be 

most negatively affected.  

Secondly, I would like to see the U.S. Congress encouraging the Ethiopian 

Government on behalf of the indigenous-controlled community conservancies in 

South Omo.   

I am speaking to inform you of our issues at a great personal risk to both my 

family and myself.  I fear returning to Ethiopia because, if I return, it is almost certain 

I will be harmed.  But I feel that my people and other indigenous groups of South 

Omo deserve basic human rights, and this story must be shared.   

I thank you again for your time.  

[The statement of Mr. Loyelei follows:] 
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Good morning Chairmen and Commission Members, and greetings from Ethiopia. My name is Phillemon Nakali Loyelei, a 

member of the Nyangatom Tribe. Our customary homelands, along with those of numerous nearby tribes, are located in the Omo 

River Valley. 
 

I know my time is limited, but let me take one moment to publicly thank the Tom Lantos Human Rights Commission, Chairmen 

Frank Wolf and James McGovern, and the U.S. House of Representatives for holding today’s hearing on the Indigenous Peoples 
of Africa. It is a timely hearing for Indigenous tribes of the Omo River Valley. I also understand it to be the first hearing 

Congress has ever devoted solely to the Indigenous Peoples of Africa, and I am honored and hopeful to be taking part. 
 

I will have good and hopeful developments to speak of, but I must begin with the disaster that has struck my people and 

neighboring tribes in the form of the Gilgel Gibe III dam. This gigantic dam is the Ethiopian government’s largest development 
project. When completed in a few short years, it will dam the Omo River which we have always relied on. We rely on it to flood 

arable land, and there we plant our crops. But already we have noticed that “coffer” dams, built to assist in construction until the 

main dam is finished, have reduced the flow of water in the Omo. In one recent year, reduced flow meant the flood waters of the 
Omo did not inundate as much land as usual, so we could not plant as many crops as usual. With a drought already upon us, the 

reduced planting resulted in famine. I and other tribal members in my region know that tribal individuals died in the famine. 

 
We face this impact, yet our basic human right to be consulted about plans for our customary land has been ignored. The 

government of Ethiopia has disregarded our right to free, prior and informed consultation, let alone consent. Few of us have any 

genuine information about the dam. Even now only a few of us understand its full implications for the Nyangatom and other 
Omo tribes. But in view of the current Middle East conflicts that began in Africa with dispossessed Indigenous nomads, 

Congress should be aware that among the implications of Gilgel Gibe III dam is – conflict. 
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In fact, this is how violence begins. As Indigenous Peoples, we are left out of the decision to build the dam. But the fighting will 

be left to us once the dam narrows the river or dries it out. Then my tribe will face the tribe that has always been far away across 
the river, planting their bank of the river as we plant ours. Without the river to separate us and provide for us both, we will fight 

it out for what little water is left. We don’t know where that war would end, but we do fear it will come about as a direct result of 

Gilgel Gibe III dam. And we are not alone. An independent feasibility report foresees “disruptions in food production and 
drinking water access” among the economic impacts of the dam. “Despite their significance, these impacts do not appear to have 

been quantified or adequately considered in assessing the economic and technical feasibility of Gibe III.” 

 
The same independent report cites many technical problems with the dam’s construction plans. Potential funders, such as the 

World Bank, have been warned off by the guarded nature of the Gibe III project. (“Gilgel Gibe III Economic, Technical and 

Engineering Feasibility”: Desk Study Report Submitted to the African Development Bank By Anthony Mitchell, April 15, 
2009.) 

 

The government of Ethiopia continues to take a hostile view of the dam’s critics, especially those Indigenous critics who have 
the most to lose. I have spoken out publicly against the dam, and for this I must seek political asylum in the United States. The 

government has questioned my family and friends about my activities and whereabouts, and in Ethiopia we know what this 

means. 
 

We do not have Democracy in Ethiopia today. Our human rights are considered expendable, and even the rule of law is 

suspended at will when it comes to Indigenous Peoples. I sincerely hope that in the birthplace of modern Democracy, we can 

find allies in Congress who will help us build Democracy in Ethiopia. A modest stronghold of Democracy in the South Omo (as 

our region of Ethiopia is known), encouraged by America but achieved by peoples who belong to this land, would furnish a 

model for other tribal regions. Enough such models would most certainly enhance U.S. national security, given the Indigenous 
presence in many potential conflict zones. 

 

I have dwelt so far on major troubles we face as Indigenous tribes in Ethiopia. But we are also taking a major step to solve our 
own troubles, and I hope you will see the value of our efforts, which continue to inspire us. 

 
We are placing great hope in what are known as “Community Conservancies.”  For Indigenous purposes, a better term would be 

“Indigenous Stewardship Areas.” But by any name, they stand for the collaborative management of land in a manner that 

protects its biodiversity, while producing revenue or other goods for the local people. Often the land at issue is a government 
“protected area” that is also customary land to Indigenous Peoples. In this case, the Mursi and other South Omo tribes are 

collaborating in the establishment of a community conservancy. Other pastoral and forest peoples are watching with interest. 

Indeed, the potential today exists for a network of community conservancies throughout South Omo. 
 

That networking, that bridging into broader relationships that First Peoples Worldwide helped us initiate, represents a dramatic 

change for the better. When we learned of the community conservancy model in 2007, conflict in South Omo between pastoral 
communities and conservation agencies was commonplace, especially where homelands and protected areas overlapped. The 

sources of conflict ranged from conservationist restrictions upon traditional Indigenous resource use, to government agency 

efforts to resettle whole communities through destruction of villages or the expulsion of residents. The Nyangatom and 
neighboring tribes could easily still be living with the expectation of worse to come. 

 

But our expectations looked up in 2007. Through First Peoples Worldwide, we learned of the community conservancy model, 
well-established in Kenya. With support from First Peoples Worldwide, Mursi representatives traveled to Kenya and met with 

representatives of the Maasai, Rendille and Samburu tribes. Let me note what a departure this was from established practice in 

conservation. Normally, conservationists either want to recruit we Indigenous Peoples into their own master plan, or they want to 
evict us altogether from our customary lands – they want to drive out Indigenous Peoples who are protecting the land through 

traditional ecological knowledge, so that they can protect it through a more “scientific” approach. Research findings continue to 

debunk the myth of scientific superiority in conservation, but that is not my point. 
 

My point here is that on the visit to Kenya, Indigenous Peoples got to learn from other communities about a model of 

conservation that worked for them. The Mursi came back and said – “We are going to do that, we don’t quite know how. But it’s 
a good thing and we, the Indigenous Peoples on our own customary land, are going to do it.” Afterward they contacted the 

Nyangatom, and we too knew a good thing when they described it to us. 

 
And we have proceeded upon that community commitment ever since.  We have been able to hold our own against two 

concerted attempts to evict us from our customary lands by making them a “protected area.” The challenge before us is related in 

detail in the book Conservation Refugees, by Mark Dowie, who dwells on the Mursi experience but also mentions my own 

Nyangatom people, along with the Suri, Dizi, Kwegu, Bodi and Me’en. 

 

We have done well to survive the challenge so far. The conservationist and government interests behind these eviction processes 
have not altogether gone away. But again we have been heartened by the government’s 2007 Ethiopia Wildlife Proclamation, 

which aligns the government with a paradigm shift in conservation toward community conservancies. 

 
Advocates for the new paradigm were not mainstream conservationists but Indigenous organizations and human rights NGOs, 

incensed at mounting evidence of evictions of Indigenous communities living within national parks and reserves. To counter 

what is generally known as ‘science-based conservation,’ these advocates invented a new expression: ‘rights-based 
conservation.’ Under this emergent new conservation regime, local communities enjoy varying degrees of ownership and 

responsibility. Communities may plan, propose and manage dedicated Community Wildlife Conservation Areas. They can 

collaborate with agencies and NGOs in managing other protected area categories. They may be paid for their labors. 
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But two great obstacles remain. One is the refusal of old guard governments and their allies to abandon the option of resettling 
communities from “core conservation areas.”  Though the new paradigm insists that resettlement will be voluntary and 

consensual, it seldom offers any convincing alternative formula for reaching consensus. 

 
The second obstacle to rights-based conservation under the new paradigm is funding, for no widespread mechanism has been 

established to support community initiatives. Community trust funds tend to go unfunded; also absent are agreed-upon 

provisions for supporting in-community capacity-building in stewardship that are equivalent to those institutional options 
catering to conventional protected area managers and technicians. 

 

The Indigenous community conservancy, collaborative management initiative under development in South Omo, however, 
presents a model of both conflict avoidance and economic development through land management. We have come to recognize 

the potential of pastoral communities in our region to prevent conflict between rival traditional neighbors in the course of 

negotiating community conservation areas. In brief, to join the community conservancy co-management program is to abdicate 
violence. Having witnessed this effect in the Kenya community conservancies, the Mursi of our region have already embarked 

upon their own conflict prevention process, and the rival Bodi have agreed to join. The Mursi unilaterally imposed a hunting ban 

throughout their territory, half of which overlies half of Mago Park, a protected area in South Omo. They then proceeded to 
persuade the Bodi to join their conservation initiative. The principle of compatibility seen here is site-specific and agile; it opens 

up debate and offers resolution based on Indigenous assertion of their rights within their own homelands, while respecting the 

broader necessity of protecting biodiversity through conservation. 

 

Sustainable economic development through land management is within the grasp of an Indigenous community conservancy in 

Ethiopia. The rights-based paradigm in conservation recognizes that land-based communities are well-placed to monitor illegal 
hunting and logging. It offers communities the chance to obtain their own sports hunting or timber extraction concessions, in 

return for their surveillance of safari outfits for compliance with game quotas, or of loggers for compliance with timber 

extraction quotas. 
 

Land-based communities in conservation areas are also well-placed to make distinct contributions to threat response, threat 
anticipation and threat avoidance, based on their local knowledge. And finally, Indigenous protection of their customary lands, 

as we’re seeing in Mursiland for instance, leads to flourishing wildlife and other biodiversity, with lucrative consequences for 

tourism and ecotourism revenue. 
 

The Indigenous communities of South Omo are engaged in the process of establishing a community conservancy that will 

protect biodiversity, produce revenue for regional peoples, and help stabilize a potential conflict zone next door to Sudan. The 
government of Ethiopia is engaging in the negotiation process. A network of Indigenous conservancies in South Omo will mark 

an advance in national security for Ethiopia, Africa, and by extension the United States. 

I most sincerely hope that with today’s great hearing as a starting point, the Tom Lantos Human Rights Commission and the 
United States Congress will see its way to encouraging the Ethiopian government in behalf of Indigenous-controlled community 

conservancies in South Omo. 

 
But in addition, as we turn toward the more distant future, I respectfully urge the Congress to establish an Indigenous-specific 

funding mechanism for Indigenous community conservancy projects that meet the criteria of protecting biodiversity, producing 

sustainable revenue through collaborative land management in poverty-stricken regions, and stabilizing hostilities in potential 
conflict zones. Such investment would be innovative, effective, and much to the credit of a nation that has taken a leadership role 

in the struggle against climate change, poverty, and instability. It would also contribute, in time, to the cherished American 

vision of global Democracy. 
 

But the prospect of an unprecedented funding mechanism requires me to explain the problem with existing funding mechanisms, 

in this case the United States Agency for International Development. USAID is the one American counterpart of the many 
European government ministries that channel funding direct into Indigenous causes and Indigenous hands. I rely on my friends 

at First Peoples Worldwide for this account of USAID. 

 
Much as Americans may cherish the picture of U.S. grain sacks at African crisis sites, all must agree that a much greater sight 

would be sustainable African communities without a dire need of U.S. assistance. That sight is not yet within view, but we have 

enough of a track record to know that USAID is not good at innovative solutions to the cycle of poverty. Indeed, USAID is good 
at promoting the disparity in capacity and funding that afflicts Indigenous Peoples worldwide. It has no policy for dealing with 

Indigenous Peoples beyond occasionally referencing them as a “target group.” And the only funding USAID provides for 

Indigenous Peoples is routed through intermediary NGOs or consulting firms. 

 

Under new agency head Rajiv Shah, USAID is trying to reform their approach to international assistance, and we give them 

every credit for trying. 
 

But reforming an entrenched institution is not easy, and now the USAID operations budget has been cut to the quick, with 

steeper cuts in store for next year if we can believe the trends we are seeing. Under the best of circumstances, we doubt that 
USAID would be able to reform itself and correct the problems it has helped to promote – the problems of crisis funding that 

leave no local capacity in place once the crisis passes. 

Under the circumstances, we believe USAID should intervene in times of crisis, along the lines of reform spelled out by Rajiv 
Shah – a slow approach that leaves capacity in local hands once the crisis fades from conscience and USAID funding is tapped 

out. 
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But it is time that Indigenous development – on-the-ground, local development, directed by people who know their own needs 

and who aren’t going anywhere – found a new institutional home within the U.S. federal system of international assistance. 
 

Along with a new institution, a new worldview is also profoundly needed. Despite the millions of dollars in aid and philanthropy 

poured into relieving the poverty of Indigenous Peoples throughout the world, poverty persists and deepens as land-based 
cultures erode and spiritual attachments to land and living beings diminish. Many in the philanthropic community and USAID 

circles explain this persistence of poverty through a lack of Indigenous capacity, which they proceed to address by funding non-

Indigenous intermediaries working on behalf of Indigenous Peoples. 
 

A long track record in this regard proves, however, that the challenge lies not in a lack of Indigenous capacity, but in the lack of 

capacity of donors and funders for adapting their paradigms and practices to the Indigenous context. 
 

But in Africa, Indigenous allies are proving that Indigenous land management can offer powerful protections to biodiversity, as I 

have mentioned in this testimony. Indigenous land management, guided by traditional ecological knowledge, can protect 
biodiversity at a fraction the cost of organized conservation, while generating revenue streams through tourism, ecotourism, and 

environmental monitoring services. In South Omo, we have learned that Indigenous-controlled community conservancies can 

also produce a peace dividend. 
 

Encouraging and supporting on-the-ground, local Indigenous groups in their land management claims would be a wise priority 

of Congress. As if the Gibe III dam were not enough, land throughout the continent is being sold to foreign interests, to feed 

their own citizens, raising the prospect of future food insecurity – with all that may imply for future cycles of conflict and 

humanitarian crisis in Africa. 
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Cochairman McGOVERN.  Thank you very much.  We appreciate you being 

here.  Thank you for sharing your story.  It is important for us to hear.   

Ms. Currier? 

 

STATEMENT OF LAVINIA CURRIER, PRESIDENT OF THE SACHARUNA 

FOUNDATION 
 

Ms. CURRIER.  Thank you, Mr. Chairman.  I am honored to testify before the 

Tom Lantos Human Rights Commission.   

My name is Lavinia Currier, and I am trustee of the Sacharuna Foundation.  

Our main grant-making priority areas are land and wildlife conservation, indigenous 

rights in Botswana, Mexico, Canada, and the Central African Republic.  The 

foundation has also supported Tibetan refugees and Tibetan independence. 

Since 2004, Sacharuna has made more than $1 million in grants in wildlife 

conservation, BaAka pygmy health, training and capacity building in the 

Dzangha-Sangha region of southwestern Central Africa.  Our primary mission there is 

to promote and sustain the rights and livelihoods of the BaAka people that live in the 

reserve, in addition to supporting wildlife conservation.  In the last 20 years, 

biologists and anthropologists have come to recognize that conservation of 

biodiversity is intimately connected to cultural diversity. 

I am testifying as a witness today because of my interest in the region of 

Dzangha-Sangha Park and Reserve, which began in 1999 when I traveled there as a 

World Wildlife Fund board member; then most recently directed the film "Oka!  

Amerikee," a fictionalized story of ethnomusicologist Louis Sarno, who has lived 

with the BaAka for 25 years in Yandoumbe.  This film, which was shot entirely in the 

forest of Dzangha-Sangha and features BaAka actors in lead roles, is the first Central 

African-U.S. co-production, and it will be released this coming fall.   

My testimony is motivated by a deep concern for the BaAka people and a 

sense of hope and optimism that, with the Government of CAR's ratification of ILO 

169, the Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention, there is an extraordinary and 

unprecedented opportunity for the BaAka and other indigenous people in Central 

Africa to improve their situation.   

The BaAka of Dzangha-Sangha are among the last functioning 

hunter-gatherers on the continent of Africa, indigenous to the Congo Basin, 

recognized by the ancient Egyptians as the first people of Africa, and named 

"pygmaios" by the Greeks for their small stature.  They are renowned for their 

profound understanding of the forest, second only in size and importance to the 

Amazon.  As well as being superb naturalists and hunters, I also learned in the 

process of making the film that they are great storytellers and musicians, as well.  

They play a call-and-response with the birds and insects of the forest in five-part 

harmony, something which is really amazing to witness.   

Like so many isolated indigenous people, the BaAka and their nomadic way 

of life is under siege.  Extractive industries, such as logging and mining, degrade the 

forest upon which they depend for sustenance.  Their land rights are fragile and 

overlap with other groups from the timber concessions and their migrant loggers to 
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conservation groups that protect what used to be traditional game for the BaAka.   

As their abilities to subsist from the forest decline, they become increasingly 

sedentary in villages, where they are economically marginalized and vulnerable to 

exploitation, where their diet and health has declined, education when it did happen 

was not useful and is now virtually nonexistent.  One of the most immediate threats to 

their livelihood at present is the bush meat trade, which has become organized and 

international with poachers coming into the region with heavy weapons.   

When I first visited the BaAka in 1999, they told me they generally walked 

half an hour into the forest to set their nets, where they would be sure to find game 

like blue duiker, tortoises, porcupine, and so on.  Now, they report, they have to travel 

deep in the forest for a day or more, and even then they are not guaranteed to find 

meat.  How are the BaAka -- small, barefoot men and women, armed with elegant 

technologies of arrow and spear and net -- to compete with marauding poachers with 

AK-47s?   

Fortunately, in the area of the Dzangha-Sangha Park and Reserve, the forest 

still stands, the BaAka still live, and the nation-state of Central African Republic, one 

of the six poorest countries in the world, had the wisdom and courage to validate the 

indigenous people living within its borders:  first, to sign the U.N. Indigenous and 

Tribal Peoples Convention; and then, last April, to ratify the ILO 169, a binding 

treaty that covers a wide range of issues, including land rights, access to natural 

resources, health, education, employment, et cetera.   

This treaty's overarching principle is that indigenous and tribal people should 

be consulted and fully participate in all decision-making processes that concern them.  

For the BaAka, there are obvious hurdles to overcome, which have been referred to 

by previous speakers today -- their non-hierarchical social system, fear of reprisal by 

Bantu neighbors and local authorities, lack of voice for women, et cetera.  

Nonetheless, this treaty has profound opportunities for the Central African 

Government, but the government will need outside support to make it a reality.   

A committee is being formed now at the highest level of government to draw 

a roadmap for ILO 169's implementation, but, at present, there are no funds for it to 

begin its work.  International donors, NGOs, and foundations such as Sacharuna 

should be prepared to help CAR make these ideas real.  Some of our 

recommendations to this committee are in our written testimony in detail.   

In the recent past, it was commonly thought by countries such as Central 

African Republic that indigenous people were an embarrassment to the nation-state.  

But now the world has come to its senses, to recognize that diversity of culture, like 

diversity in nature, does not compromise a nation but enriches it.   

Thank you.  

[The statement of Ms. Currier follows:] 

 
PREPARED STATEMENT OF LAVINIA CURRIER 

 
Testimony 

Of 

Lavinia Currier 

President 

Sacharuna Foundation 

Before  

 



 33 

The Tom Lantos Human Rights Commission 

United States Congress 

 

May 12, 2010 

 
Introduction 

Thank you for the opportunity to testify before the Tom Lantos Human Rights Commission.  I am Lavinia Currier, Trustee of the 

Sacharuna Foundation.  Sacharuna’s main grantmaking priority areas are land and wildlife conservation and indigenous rights  in 

Botswana, Mexico, Canada and Central African Republic (CAR).  The Foundation has also supported Tibetan refugees and 
Tibetan independence.  Since 2004, Sacharuna has made over $ 1 million in grants for wildlife conservation, BaAka Pygmy 

health, training and capacity building in the Dzangha-Sangha  region  of  southern  Central African Republic.   Our primary 

mission there is to promote and sustain the rights and livelihoods of the BaAka people that live in the reserve in addition to 
supporting wildlife conservation.  We believe that these objectives are mutually supporting. 

 

I am testifying as a witness today because of my long-standing  interest in the region of Dzanga-Sangha, which began in 1999 
when I traveled  there as a World Wildlife Fund (WWF) Board member 11 years ago, then most recently directing the Feature 

film Oka!Amerikee, the fictionalized story of  ethno-musicologist Louis Sarno who has lived with the BaAka of Yandoumbe for 

25 years . The film will be released theatrically this coming fall as the first Central African/US co-production.  
 

Over several years and many visits camping in the forest with the BaAka hunters I observed their profound understanding of 

forest ecology, as well as their superb abilities as storytellers and musicians. Making the film I traveled around the region to far-
flung villages and encampments to cast BaAka in lead roles, training the actors in theater games and confidence-building 

exercises, and interacting with village elders on behalf of the film in order to secure locations, actors, and permission to tell their 

story.  Producing the film also involved negotiations with the Central African Government, from the highest levels of the 
Ministries to the local gendarmerie, and every agency in between.  

 
My testimony today will focus on our concerns about the BaAka people and recent positive developments such as the ratification 

of ILO 169 that may improve the BaAka and other indigenous people’s situation in the CAR. 

 

II. Background Context on Central African Republic  
The Central African Republic is a land locked country about the size of Texas and has a population of 4.5 million people.    The 

per capita income is $750 (US) with about 67% of the population living in poverty.  According to the World Bank, the 
agricultural sector (cotton, coffee, tobacco, timber) generates more than half of the country’s gross domestic product and 80% of 

the population is in subsistence agriculture. Timber and Diamond industries account for a combined 56% of export earnings.  

CAR’s natural resources include diamonds, uranium, timber, gold, and oil.  While CAR  is rich in natural resources, it remains 
one of the world poorest and least developed countries dues to its land locked position, weak institutions, economic 

mismanagement, corruption, unskilled work force, and an unstable security situation.   

 

CAR gained its independence in 1960, but that was followed by three decades of mostly military governments.  In 1993, civilian 

rule was established which lasted until March of 2003 when General President General Francois Bozize led a successful military 

coup, and established a transitional government.   General Bozize has remained in power since that time, and was recently re-
elected in February 2011. 

 

CAR has also been affected by  influx of over 100,000 refugees from Chad and Sudan, as well as three rebel groups in the north 
that have taken up arms against the government.  While the current government has negotiated a peace agreement with rebels 

there are still pockets of lawlessness in eastern and northern parts of CAR.  

 
According to the World Bank, this instability has had severe humanitarian consequences, including over 1 million people 

affected by violence, 295,000 persons displaced, food insecurity, chronic malnutrition and a decimated health infrastructure.  3  

 
Because of this instability, donor attention and NGO activities have been mostly focused in the North, as the southwest region of 

the Dzanga-Sangha Protected area complex (park and reserve) where the BaAka Pygmies live is considered relatively secure.   

 

III.Background on BaAka Pygmies in Dzanga-Sangha in CAR  

Dzanga-Sangha complex in southwest CAR, which is co-managed by World Wildlife Fund and the Government of CAR 

(GCAR), is divided into three management areas including two national park areas, and the Dzangha Sangha Dense Forest 
Special Reserve.   While the parks are strictly protected from all forms of exploitation except tourisms and research, the reserve 

is a mixed use area that allows community hunting and commercial logging.  The Special Reserve has been subject to 

commercial logging activities for over 25 years through a series of boom and bust cycles of different companies coming and 
going from the region.  A combination of unsustainable practices, no regulatory control and poor business practices has led to 

threats to the BaAka people’s livelihoods in the forest.  

 
Currently there are two groups that the GCAR recognizes as indigenous. These include the Mbororo in the north and the 

pygmies in the southern rainforest districts of Ombella-M’Poko, Lobaye, Mambere-Kadei and Sangha-Mbaere.  This pygmy 

group is referred to by the GCAR as Aka or BaAka.   Our testimony mainly concerns the BaAka Pygmies living in the Dzanga-
Sangha Protected reserve.  4  The BaAka live in series of seven villages in the Special Reserve and it is estimated there are 

                                                 
3 The World Bank, Emergency Project Paper on a Proposed Grant to the CAR for Support to Vulnerable Groups Community Development Project, March 17, 2009, page 4.  
4 See Mathamale, Jean Jacques, Saint Jerome Sitamon, et al, The Situation of Forest Peoples of the Central African Republic, Rainforest Foundation, 2009.  
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around 5,000 BaAka people in and near the reserve. 5 The BaAka are indigenous to the Congo Basin generally and are 

considered to be ancient nomadic dwellers of the region.  Traditionally hunter-gatherers, over time the BaAka have also become 
subsistence farmers and adopted a more sedentary way of life.    

 

The BaAka are renowned for their exceptional knowledge of the forest and its animals, insects and medicinal plants.  They 
collect honey from eight different bee species by climbing upward to over 100 feet into the forest canopy.  BaAka rank among 

the world’s most skilled animal trackers.  Their heightened senses can detect subtle animal tracks even in dense forest foliage.   

They hunt with large nets while whistling to each other like birds to report their locations. Their small body size enables them to 
move about the forest and to dissipate their body heat more efficiently. 

 

Most BaAka spend part of the year near a village in the Special Reserve where they practice slash and burn agriculture and trade 
their agricultural and forest products, bush meat and honey for produce, and other goods.  Periodically they return to the forest to 

gather and hunt, and build huts sheltered by the tree canopy for a life style with less disease, cleaner water, fewer disputes with 

Bantu neighbors, and no need for money.   Entire families can fit inside their waist-high beehive huts fashioned out of bent 
branches covered with large leaves and daubed with mud.   A distinctive mark of beauty in BaAka appearance is the careful 

chipping of their teeth into pointed triangle shapes. 

 
Music is highly-valued in BaAka life.    Their frequent call-and-response songs harmonize with the sounds of birds, crickets and 

cicadas and other forest life around them.   Whole communities of BaAka will sing and dance in chorus during communal 

ceremonies. The complexity and profundity of their music arise from their amazing ability to reflect the complex sounds of the 

forest around them.  Their rich-voiced singing is based on pentatonic five-part harmonies organized in 64-beat cycles.  

 

The BaAka speak the Aka language, along with the language of whichever of the various Bantu peoples they live among.   In 
2003, UNESCO designated their oral traditions as a Masterpiece of an Intangible Heritage of Humanity.  

 

Issues of Concern:  The BaAka face serious problems related to their traditions, cultural identity, health, welfare and 
livelihoods.   These include land tenure or rights over traditional hunting areas, economic marginalization/sedentary lifestyle, the 

bushmeat trade, education, health care, and extractive industries such as logging and mining.  

 

Land and Hunting Rights are key to the continued viability of the BaAka’s cultural survival, and eventually their physical 

survival as well depends on their access to an intact forest and the game and forest products upon which they depend. When the 
Park and Reserve at Dzanga Sangha were established 3 decades ago, the BaAka were denied access to some of their important 

food sources (elephants and primates) and hunting areas.  However, a traditional hunting area was established at the same time 

for the BaAka which has now become a communal hunting zone.  
 

BaAka cannot be ensured the exclusive use of the now communal hunting areas because of the historic patterns of in-migration 

of ethnic groups and the overlapping use of lands in CAR generally. In the case of Dzanga Sangha Reserve, the BaAka arrived in 
the area hundreds of years ago at the same time as the Sangha-Sangha people, who fish the Sangha River.   Further complicating 

the situation, the arrival of commercial logging in the area brought an influx of Bantu (or Bilo), coming from all over CAR, who 

now number about 4,000.  
 

The logging industry, being marginal at best in such a remote region, has created a boom and bust cycle. It has been defunct for 

8 years in Bayanga (the main town in the area), throwing the logger immigrants out of work and making them dependent on 
resources from the same hunting reserve as the BaAKa.  Enforcement of the “traditional” hunting has been difficult, even despite 

the presence of park guards who are Bantu and often related to the poachers.   

 
Economic viability/relationship between BaAka and Bantu: 

The relationship between the BaAka and the local Bantu appears to be a steadily degenerating one. Originally arguably a 

symbiotic relationship where the nomadic BaAka would trade bushmeat and forest products to the Bantu for metal implements 
and other manufactured goods, the Bantu have steadily dominated the less aggressive BaAka. The Bayaka have become like 

vassals, hunting for the Bantu, often with illegal weapons, working in their manioc fields for wages as low as 3 cigarettes daily, 

and even conducting their magic rituals for them as diviners. A Bantu farmer commonly refers to “his” BaAka, and even rents 
their labor to other farmers.  

 

As the forest has been diminished through logging and increased bushmeat trade, the BaAka have become more and more 
sedentary and thereby more dependent on the villagers for economic survival. In spending more time in the villages, besides the 

diminishment of their independence, they have become consistently less healthy. Unused to attending to sanitary concerns of a 

sedentary life, they suffer from dirty latrines, parasites, and addiction to the alcohol that the villagers supply them. 

 

It is now more difficult for the BaAka to retreat to the forest, so they are also prey to the continual threats and bullying of local 

authorities, who often use them as scapegoats for poaching and sorceries, even if the schemes were commissioned by Bantus.  
 

The employment of 40 or so trackers in the Park by the Dzanga-Sangha Park and Reserve has been of considerable benefit to the 

local BaAka, as a source of income, status in the community, and access to the albeit limited tourist trade. 

 

Bushmeat: Conflicts over hunting and bushmeat are increasing as sources of meat become scarce, and trade in bushmeat has 

become organized and international, with poachers coming in to the region with heavy weapons, in addition to hunters from the 
in-migrant population of Bayanga.  

                                                 
5 Estimates vary.  Forest Peoples Progamme estimates 15,000 BaAka in the Congo Basin. 
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The designated traditional hunting areas within the Dzanga Sangha Reserve, originally intended for use by BaAka and Sangha-
sangha, are now shared with Bantu villagers who originally came to the Bayanga to work in the sawmill or logging operations.  

Poaching with guns and metal snares has increased steadily in the last 12 years.  For example, the BaAka in the village of 

Yandoumbe reported that many years earlier they had to travel 30 minutes to reach a forest area where they could be sure to find 
small game for dinner, such as porcupine, blue duiker. Now they must travel deep into the forest for half a day or more and even 

then are not guaranteed to find meat.  This is due to the large numbers of immigrants in the area and the increasingly 

commercialized nature of the bushmeat trade. 
 

The park guards are focused mostly on anti-poaching of the elephants and gorillas, and smaller animals vital to the BaAka’s 

survival in the forest are being killed in unsustainable numbers. 
 

Education: Education has been virtually non-existent for the BaAka of the region outside the Christian missionary organizations 

whose ideology often conflicts with BaAka animism and cultural traditions of song and dance. State-sponsored education for the 
logging families has been of poor quality and intermittent, and almost never has included girls as students. 

 

Furthermore, combining BaAka and Bantu children in the same school has been problematic for the BaAka for several reasons:  
the Bantu dominate the meeker BaAka; the scheduled school year prevents the children from accompanying their parents on 

hunting/gathering excursions into the forest, thereby depriving them of learning important cultural practices; and the curriculum 

is not in any way adapted for their needs or beliefs.   At the same time, with increasingly sedentary lifestyle and exposure to 

village culture, BaAka children are losing traditional knowledge and culture. 

 

Health Care:  As described above, the increasingly sedentary pattern of the BaAka’s lifestyle and the ensuing increased 
interaction with outside immigrants has increased their health issues, from poor hygiene at their villages resulting in parasites, 

tuberculosis, and alcoholism, as well as the ever present threat of contracting HIV-Aids. The village diet of manioc is far less 

nutritious than the diverse forest meats, fruits and tubers that they used to harvest.  At the same time, they are losing their 
traditional knowledge of medicinal and edible plants from the forest. 

 
The Project has over the past decades provided some access to health care, establishing a clinic close to their village of 

Yandoumbe and even supplying a mobile doctor who traveled by motorbike to the villages.  At present, the diseases plaguing the 

BaAka are common treatable ones, and much progress has been made already on digging wells for safe drinking water.  

 

Extractive Industries: Logging and Mining 

As cited above, extractive industries have had a largely destructive impact on the BaAka of the region. When the forests are 
logged, the animals the BaAKa depend on are diminished, and the immigrant population compete for what remains.  When the 

BaAka do get jobs in the logging industry they are of the least paid and most dangerous categories, such as climbing the tall 

Sapelli trees.  

 

V.International Legal context for Indigenous Rights in CAR 

On the domestic side, the CAR is in the process of adopting new legislation on forests and human rights that could potentially 
recognize indigenous rights.  Previously a forest code that was signed in October 2008 was the first legislation that actually 

referred to “indigenous people” as well as containing language on free, prior and informed consent.   

 
We congratulate the GCAR for making efforts on the national front. However the GCAR will now have to ensure that the 

national legislation conforms with its treaty obligations.  

 
In terms of International Treaties that relate to indigenous rights, the GCAR has signed (1992) and ratified (1995) the 

Convention on Biological Diversity. The Convention on Biological Diversity contains a critical article 8 (J) which calls on states 

to: 
 

“ respect, preserve and maintain knowledge, innovations, and practices of indigenous and local communities 

embodying traditional lifestyles, relevant to conservation and sustainable use of biological diversity and promote their 
wider application with the approval and involvement of the holders of such knowledge [ ] and encourage the 

equitable sharing of the benefits arising from the utilization of such knowledge, innovations and practices.” 

 
The GCAR also signed the UN Declaration on Indigenous Rights which is non-binding, but highly important in terms of the 

language and boosting the status of indigenous peoples.  

 

Even more impressive, in April 2010, the GCAR ratified ILO 169.  This premier indigenous rights treaty came into force in 

1991, and has only been ratified by 22 countries.  6CAR is the first African Country ever to ratify this treaty which we believe 

this will set a strong precedent in Central Africa and Africa wide.  We strongly congratulate the GCAR on this courageous 

move and encourage the new government to treat this commitment with a high priority.   

                                                 
6 CAR has also ratified the Universal Declaration on Human Rights, the African Charter on Human and People Rights, and the UNESCO Convention on the Protection and 

Promotion of the Diversity of Cultural Expression.  
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The ILO 169 Convention covers a wide range of issues, including land rights, access to natural resources, health, education, 

vocational training, conditions of employment and contacts across borders.  Its overarching principle is that indigenous and tribal 
peoples should be consulted and fully participant at all levels of decision-making processes that concern them.  7 

Some of the critically articles to summarize include:  

 Article 5 recognizes the social, cultural, religious and spiritual values and practices of indigenous people and requires 

that the integrity, practices and institutions of these peoples shall be respected.  

 Article 6 requires consultation with indigenous Peoples concerned through appropriate procedures and processes, and 
in particular through representative’s institutions whenever consideration is being given to legislative or 

administrative measures which directly affect them. Articles 6 also requires government to establish means by which 

indigenous people can freely participate in all levels of decision making regarding programs that affect them. 
 Article 7 gives IPs the rights to decide their own priorities, and exercise control over their own economic, social and 

cultural development and also stipulates improvement of the conditions of life and work and levels of health and 

education with participation and cooperation.  It also requires governments to take measures to protect and preserve 
the territories that IPs inhabits.  

 Article 8 recognizes the right of IPs to retain their own custom and institutions. 

 
 Articles 13-16 are critically important covenants regarding Indigenous land and land rights.  

 

 Article 14 recognizes the “rights of ownership and possession” of IPs land which they traditionally occupy.   It 

stipulates that shall be taken to safeguard the right people to use the land not exclusively occupied by them but to 

which they have had access for their subsistence and traditional activities.  

 
 Article 15 stipulates the rights of IPs to not only use natural resources, but to participate in the use, management and 

conservation of these resources.  

 
 Article 25 states that governments shall ensure adequate health services are available to IPs and that resources will be 

provided to allows the IPs the design and deliver these services under their own control.  Health services should also 
be community based. 

 

 Article 21-31 cover IP education and calls for programme and services to be delivered to IPs and to be developed and 
implemented in cooperation with the people themselves to address their special needs. Education should incorporate 

their histories, knowledge, value systems and their social, economic, and cultural aspirations.   Governments should 

also the rights of IPs to establish their own institutions and facilities.  

Finally ILO 169 also provides that the governmental authority responsible for the convention should ensure that agencies or 
other appropriate mechanisms exist to administer the programmes, and shall ensure that they have the resources necessary to 

fulfill the functions.  It calls for programs to include: planning, coordination, execution and evaluation in cooperation with 

IPs. 
 

The treaty also calls for proposing legislation and other measures to ensure there is oversight of the measures taken to implement 

the convention.  The implementation of the Convention will be an endeavor that will require not only resources but also 
technical expertise, experience and considerable efforts.  The Central African Republic is now expected to develop a coordinated 

and unprecedented system and action plan to protect the rights of its peoples and to establish appropriate and effective 

mechanisms for their consultation and full participation. 
 

For an already struggling Central African country, the implementation of ILO 169 is certainly a tall order.   However we have 

confidence that CAR government authorities are taking their ILO commitment seriously.   

 

V.Activities in CAR since Ratification of ILO 169 

In November 2010, the GCAR, ILO and local NGOs convened an ILO workshop in Bangui. The meeting was attended by CAR 
Government officials, including ministries, members of parliament and the judiciary, as well as indigenous peoples’ 

representatives from inside CAR, Democratic Republic of Congo, Cameroon, Rwanda, Burundi, Gabon.  Also attending were 

UN agencies, bilateral and multilateral and representatives of the African commission on Human and Peoples rights.   The level 
of interest far exceeded the expected number of attendance and the last day close to 100 people attended.  8 

 

The purpose of the workshop was to: 

 Consult the various stakeholders on the activities that need to be undertaken; 

 Initiate a dialogue between stakeholders and GCAR on an action plan for ILO 169 and of the UN Declaration on 

Human Rights.  

Challenges identified by the various stakeholders included: 
 The lack of awareness of indigenous rights promoted by the convention 

 The semi-nomadic nature of hunter gather indigenous people in CAR would cause a lack of recognition of land rights 

or land tenure.  

                                                 
7 International Labor Organization, C169 Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention, 1989, view at www.ilo.org 

 
8 Report about the ILO 169 workshop was submitted to Sacharuna by Mr. Jerome Sitamon, of the CAR NGO Maison de l Enfant el de la Femme Pygmees.  

http://www.ilo.org/
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 The need to change attitudes (which are often negative) towards indigenous people in the country; 

 Promoting indigenous representation in various institutions; 
 Reforming existing legislation to come into line with the ILO convention 

While there was both praise and criticism of the workshop, its represents a first step in a long process.  

 

The second activity is the formation of a Committee under the auspices of the CAR High Commissioner for Human Rights and 
Good Governance.   The High Commissioner is forming a committee of experts, in the areas of culture, justice and governance.  

The mandate is to create a “road map” for implementing the treaty.   Due to the recent elections and the new governments’ just 

taking office, as well as lack of funds, the Committee currently has no resources to conduct its activities.    
 

VI. Recommendations:  

Recommendations for GCAR Action Pursuant to implementation of ILO 169 Treaty: 

 We commend the GCAR for forming a high level ILO 169 Committee (Reporting to High Commissioner for Human 

Rights) to provide oversight on implementation of these important articles of ILO 169.  In the spirit and letter of the 

treaty we strongly suggest that the process for identifying priorities be community based, participatory, inclusive, 
and use prior informed consent for all indigenous communities in the CAR.   

 As a preliminary measure, it will be very important to have an education piece, as most indigenous populations in the 

CAR will not know of or understand their rights under ILO 169.  This will require workshops and informational 
seminars in the indigenous communities instead of city-based workshops.    

 The highest priority should be given the concerns, issues, and priorities of the indigenous communities as expressed 

by their own people.  Indigenous peoples in CAR must be given the opportunity to exercise control over their lives, 
resources and livelihoods.  This should be the overarching principle of the Committee’s work.  

 The ILO 169 Committee must have indigenous representatives from within CAR.  It may be advantageous for CAR 

to include a person from the African Indigenous network.  Non-indigenous members of the committee should be 
highly knowledgeable regarding indigenous rights issues and international agreements such as ILO 169.  

 In addition to the indigenous component, composition of the committee should include government, NGOs, and one 
or 2 donor agencies.  We also suggest representatives from the International Scientific Community who have worked 

for decades in the region in disciplines combining Indigenous and conservation communities.  

 We hope the CAR will consider the following candidates for the committee: 
 

 Jean-Bernard Yarrisem, the Liaison Officer for WWF based in Bangui. 

 Serge Bahuchet or Alain Epelboin of France,  

 Anna Kretsinger of UK 

 Louis Sarno of CAR-Bayanga 

 Marcus Colchester , Forest People Program  
 

 The Committee should commence a review of CAR codes and legislation dealing with forests, indigenous peoples 

and other relevant issues in order to ensure that its national legislation is in line with ILO 169 and its other 

international treaty commitments.  

 

Recommendations specific to the BaAka, and the Sangha-Sangha peoples 

 BaAka Land, Resource and Hunting Rights:  Based on the expressed desire of the people in Dzanga-Sangha and 
other areas, we recommend an aggressive movement to a system of co-management with the indigenous residents in 

all conservation projects and regions. This will require a high degree of self-education and delicacy by the CAR 

government and fundamental changes in education of the BaAka, as their social system is non-hierarchical and non-
representational. 

 Economic Viability: Under this system of co-management, in our view the indigenous people’s economic standing 

should be more closely tied to the tourism revenues of the Park. At present in the Dzanga Sangha Park, 90% of all 
revenues are intended to be assigned “locally”, but the system of assigning those revenues has not functioned as 

intended and is unclear and not participatory. There should be incentives in place for the communities to make their 

livelihood from wildlife conservation, and for the conservation groups to include the indigenous peoples as 
stakeholders. One model for this on the African Continent is the LIFE or Namibian Natural Conservation Project, 

funded by USAID, where indigenous people run and benefit in the conservation effort. 

 Bushmeat Trade: There must be a renewed international effort to eliminate poaching if the BaAka’s traditional 
lifestyle is to continue.  Based on their own views and self-expressed  aspirations, we recommend that the BaAka and 

other traditional peoples such as the Sangha-Sangha be given more jobs in the enforcement of the anti-poaching.  

These peoples are often victims of violence and incarceration from local officials and need to be provided greater 
protection.  Generally, the justice system of CAR must be improved so that important poachers are punished and not 

automatically released to do more poaching. 

 Education/Health Care:  As CAR is in a group of the 6 poorest countries in the world, any efforts on behalf of 
indigenous peoples, including the BaAka, have to be funded through international donors.  In order for an educational 

effort not to further assimilation of the indigenous BaAka into the dominant Bantu population, education must be 

designed and undertaken in the most participatory way possible. Given that functional literacy is at least a generation 
away from most of today’s children, a system of oral education or expression through the creation of a radio station in 

Bayanga where BaAka and all local groups can express themselves may be a useful and inexpensive step towards 

self-determination. 
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In addition to funding education, international donors should be encouraged to put additional resources into mobile 

health care services that also take into account the BaAka’s semi-nomadic lifestyle. The strengthening of the health 
clinics in Bayanga will also help attract eco-tourists as an alternative to the extractive industries. 

 Extractive Industries:  We strongly believe that logging and other extractive industries are not compatible with the 

BaAka’s continued hunter-gatherer existence, nor to their livelihoods, for all the reasons discussed above. Therefore 

we urge the CAR government and international donors to develop alternative businesses such as ecotourism and 

small-wood forest crafts and products after consultation with the affected communities.  

 Inclusion of Sangha-Sangha Peoples in ILO 169 Implementation: There are other traditional people living in the 
Dzanga Sangha Reserve called the Sangha-Sangha peoples. We recommend that they should be considered 

indigenous by GCAR for purposes of implementing ILO 169.  Not including them could result in local discord.   

C. Resources Needed for Implementing ILO 169: we strongly urge donors such as the World Bank, African Development 

Bank, bilateral agencies and United Nations Agencies to make funds available to the GCAR for implementation of ILO 169.  
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Cochairman McGOVERN.  Well, thank you very much.   

And I have just been notified I have a vote in the Agriculture Committee, but I 

have a few minutes.  I have some questions.  So if they are quick, it is just because I 

am trying to get as much in as I possibly can here.   

Phillemon, let me ask you a question.  Has any U.S. Government official, 

attached to the United States Embassy or otherwise, ever visited you in your home 

community or taken the initiative to reach out directly to you and get involved with 

you and your indigenous community on issues of mutual interest?   

Mr. LOYELEI.  No.  

Cochairman McGOVERN.  And why not -- do we know why not?  It just 

seems to me that that is something, you know, when -- the story that you just told, 

you know, is not unique, in some respects, to some of the challenges that indigenous 

communities deal with all over the world.  And it would seem to me that, if there are 

human rights issues that are arising, that one of the functions of our embassy should 

be to send somebody into the community to investigate and to help you defend 

yourself.   

But you are saying that they have not, right?   

Mr. LOYELEI.  Yeah, they have not.  Only the BBC television was the one 

who came, which we really --  

Cochairman McGOVERN.  I don't think BBC television is on our payroll.   

Mr. LOYELEI.  But they are the one -- of course, we first saw the place trying 

to reveal the problem of the community to the international community.  Because 

there has been no one there who came to place.  We had been expecting maybe some 

diplomat to come and see the situation.   

Cochairman McGOVERN.  Right. 

Mr. LOYELEI.  So the BBC had to shoot the people talking and then to shoot 

the international communities that, look, the government didn't say anything and 

these people are saying like this and the government is talking something different.  

Cochairman McGOVERN.  But after the BBC highlighted the situation, did 

any diplomats or anybody come?   

Mr. LOYELEI.  No.  

Cochairman McGOVERN.  No.  Did you reach out at all and ask for any 

diplomats to come and to see for themselves?   

Mr. LOYELEI.  Well, when we were in Ethiopia, you know, we are afraid.  If 

we approach either to U.S. embassy in Ethiopia, there might be some problem.  

Cochairman McGOVERN.  I appreciate that fact.  It just seems to me -- I 

mean, I appreciate your candor, because that is one of the issues that I think we 

want -- you know, it goes back to one of the recommendations that Ms. Adamson 

made.  You know, I mean, highlighting some of this stuff in the country report might 

compel, you know, a more affirmative response by some of our people on the ground.   

So thank you very much for that.   

Here is another question.  Ms. Adamson, you talked about the example set by 

Kenya with respect to recognizing indigenous communities and anchoring their rights 

in the constitution.  How many others are doing that?   

I mean, Ms. Currier, you mentioned some of the stuff that is going on.  But, I 
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mean, is this the beginning of a trend?  Or do we --  

Ms. ADAMSON.  We hope it is.  When we look at the trajectory of 

indigenous rights across the globe, Africa and Asia have been lagging.  And so what 

has happened within Kenya is a remarkable step forward.   

There are some countries in South America that have indigenous people 

mentioned in their constitutions.  We have indigenous people mentioned in our 

Constitution.  For the continent of Africa, this is an unprecedented step forward.   

Cochairman McGOVERN.  And let me ask whoever wants to answer this, or, 

you know, you all can answer it, I guess.  But to the extent that countries like Kenya, 

you know, recognize indigenous peoples in their constitution, treaties have been 

signed, agreements have been reached -- you know, I have read some pretty 

incredible constitutions and treaties that say all wonderful things, but then, when push 

comes to shove, they are not implemented.   

So for those that have -- you know, Kenya put it in its constitution.  For those 

countries that have signed treaties and stuff, I mean, are they -- you know, we sign 

treaties in the United States that we don't follow.  So I am just curious.  They signed 

the agreements; is the follow-through there?   

Ms. ADAMSON.  I think what we are seeing is that there needs to be 

assistance.  And USAID is in an incredible position to provide democracy-building 

assistance because there isn't a normative process to implement what is in place.   

Our other witness, Mary Simat, was a Maasai from Kenya, and she wanted to 

speak especially to this -- she is in visa limbo.  And she will be here in the next 

couple of days, and if you have time -- 

Cochairman McGOVERN.  We would be happy to meet her.  We would love 

to meet her.   

Ms. ADAMSON.  Okay.  We will bring her back up to the Hill, then.  She 

was very involved in getting the referendum through and representing indigenous 

peoples in that whole referendum process.  And I think she would be able to tell you 

in more detail.  

But there is a need for some capacity building around it, most definitely.  

Cochairman McGOVERN.  Let me ask you a question that has been raised on 

a number of occasions.  And that is, how do we reconcile the rights of indigenous 

peoples with certain traditional practices, such as female genital mutilation or forced 

child marriage, which are in clear contradiction with human rights?   

I mean, we are a human rights commission here, and there always comes that 

kind of confrontation between, you know, recognizing traditional practices, but some 

of these traditional practices are bad for women and they are bad for girls and they 

are, you know -- they are just bad.   

So how do we reconcile those dilemmas?   

Ms. ADAMSON.  I will speak as an indigenous person, myself, in saying that 

I don't think any society is 100 percent right in some of their practices and some of 

the values.  And I think that indigenous societies are none less perfect than any other 

society out there.  I think there is a tremendous amount to be learned from indigenous 

peoples, but perfection probably isn't one of them.   

And I don't think there is any excuse for not carrying a continual inclusive 

approach to human rights.  And so I think it is a learning process in a lot of this.  It is 
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education, it is learning.  And what we have seen is indigenous groups coming 

together, and the ability in that exchange of stories and lessons is extremely powerful.  

And there would be other indigenous groups that say, this is not a good practice.  And 

those kind of dialogues are invaluable.   

But change is -- we are not living in a static -- we do change, as indigenous 

societies.  

Cochairman McGOVERN.  And before I yield to my colleague, Congressman 

Payne, let me just say, I want to say to you what I said to the previous panel, and that 

is, you know, we want to be -- and the recommendations that you gave us I think are 

things that, some of them, we could follow up on.   

Ms. ADAMSON.  Great. 

Cochairman McGOVERN.  But we want you to feel free to come to us with 

some suggestions on how we can be better advocates and, you know, encourage 

countries to do the right thing.   

Obviously, the stuff in Ethiopia is of great concern to us, and we want to work 

with you on that issue, too. But we also want the make sure that our own government, 

our embassy, is sensitive to some of the human rights challenges and that, when they 

happen, that at least we are raising our voice, saying, "This is wrong," at a minimum.  

And to the extent that we can go and investigate firsthand what is happening, I mean, 

that is what we have human rights officers for.  You know, we should empower our 

ambassador to go to the head of the country and say, you know, "I see this firsthand."   

So I am going to leave to go to my Agriculture Committee hearing, but I am 

going to yield to Congressman Donald Payne of New Jersey, who probably is the 

expert on Africa in this Congress and is an unbelievable champion for human rights.  

He is on the Foreign Affairs Committee.  He is the go-to guy. 

So I am sorry to leave you, but you get a smarter guy than me here that is 

going to take over.  So I appreciate very much your testimony, your being here.  

Thank you.   

Mr. PAYNE.  Well, thank you very much.  Thank you for that gracious 

introduction.   

And he is a Member of Congress, so don't believe a word he says.   

Let me just say, it is certainly a pleasure to be here.  And, as you can see, we 

have quite a bit on our plate every day, and I, unfortunately, was unable to be here 

earlier.  I was at two other committee hearings before this particular hearing.  But I 

certainly appreciate the testimony from the three witnesses here.  I will get an 

opportunity to go through it more thoroughly as the day goes on, because I might 

have some follow-up questions that I would like to be in touch with you about.   

But I do believe that the question of indigenous people, certainly, is a very, 

very important issue.  And, as you know, there has really, over the course of the 

years, been a move to attempt to decrease the individual ethnic group's identity.  

What I mean by that is that we -- I firmly believe that people should continue to be 

proud of their indigenous heritage.  However, by the same token, we find that 

ethnicity, in many parts of developing countries, because in many instances of scarce 

resources -- and if you are going to get ahead, your group has to be in control, and 

you therefore distribute the largesse of being in control to your ethnic group, which is 

sort of a downside of the pride in ethnicity.   
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And so, somehow we have to, in my opinion, have a balance between the 

closeness and the heritage of your ethnicity but also the fact that that should not be 

the number-one issue and that, as we move into a union, a state, a country, that there 

has to be sharing of all groups.   

And so we find it seems sometimes incongruous to say, well, how can you say 

let's be proud and keep the traditions going, and then on the other hand you are saying 

that that tends to be a negative because sometimes it is only inclusive.   

I just wonder if anyone has any comments on that.  

Ms. ADAMSON.  I think you raise a really profound issue in this, but I 

believe multiculturalism is a living reality, and not just for indigenous peoples but for 

the globe as a whole.  We have to learn for our different societies and ethnic groups to 

get along.   

One of these learning areas, I believe, and some of these solutions can come 

out of inclusiveness in practices that engage indigenous peoples in decision-making.  

And I think, as we go forward as a planet, we have to learn to build multicultural 

democracies.  And these are the testing grounds and the ways that we can learn these 

lessons and begin sharing them.   

So I agree that -- I mean, I agree that we have to come together and we have 

to have a common vision of the future.  But I also believe that these differences are 

going to make us stronger.  And making space for these differences is what the lesson 

needs to be, within a greater vision.   

So I think there is a lot to learn in the African continent around multicultural 

democracies that could teach all of us, actually, Congressman.   

Ms. CURRIER.  Congressman, in terms of the BaAka, I think their cultural 

survival is their physical survival.  Because, in their case, which is very particular 

because they are really the lowest people on the totem pole, so to speak, they cannot 

be assimilated in any dignified or mutually enhancing way.  So I think that their 

cultural integrity is survival for them, in this regard.  

Mr. PAYNE.  Yeah, we do find that in various countries -- in Somalia, for 

example, they are an ethnic group that, centuries ago, came up from Central Africa, 

and they have been marginalized from day one.  And we found that -- as a matter of 

fact, back about 15 years ago or so, I was able to have our immigration authorities 

grant the opportunity for them to come to the United States, a large, large number 

from Somalia to the U.S., primarily because of the seemingly total difficulty in 

having that ethnic group assimilated into the Somali culture.  And we do find this 

problem. 

And, of course, we have also seen, for example, in Australia, the terrible 

experiment with the aborigines, where children were taken from their parents, from 

their families, and brought into the cities because they -- just almost abducted, 

because the authorities in Australia felt that aborigines, the way they lived, this was 

not the way that these children should be brought up, although they were doing well, 

they were content, they had their own culture and society.  But these children were 

simply taken away and brought to so-called civilization.  And it was really a tragic 

experiment for the aborigines there in Australia.   

We do find also that there is -- and I just might ask you, what do you think 

that we here in the U.S. Congress could do to assist?  If you had some real wishes, 
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what is it that you think we could do? 

And I would ask each of you.   

Mr. LOYELEI.  My name is Phillemon.  I came from Ethiopia.   

We do have a number of things in -- I am just from the minority group which 

are really much more marginalized, and they are really to the far east, southern part of 

Ethiopia.  And maybe if anyone happened to be there, maybe you can think, like, 

okay, these people are really still -- how come the government exists in this country 

and these people are still living in such a life?   

And people living such a life for a long time, and now the government is 

trying to grab all of their belongings, their lands, their ancestral land.  And they are 

being displaced at all without even informing, and just bring in investor aid from Italy 

and say, okay, take this kind of plot of land and then just do whatever you want to do 

here, without prior consent of the community.   

So the community were in a dilemma that, what is going on?  And they 

couldn't really get anything because the government only talks with the local leaders 

who are there and finish all the agreement, whatever kind of agreement they do.  And 

then they now take measures of taking land.   

And a few of us who used to be educated and we came by chance to school 

and not really by permission by our parents, we accidentally go somewhere and then 

get to learn and learn that how -- I mean, I should fight for the people and find the 

voice or find the problem of these people heard in the international community so that 

they can come and see these people, the situation of these people, and give some 

pressures to the Ethiopian Government.   

And also, because the government is benefiting from these people, and these 

people are not benefiting from the government itself.  So these people are just 

remaining there, and the government trying to, the Government of Ethiopia, trying to 

get benefit from the soil of these people, and while they are starving from hunger and 

while they are starving from drought.   

And also, the land, the river that they use to cultivate along the Omo 

riverbank, during the recession after the -- you know, overflowing and then when the 

river decrease and then they have to cultivate.  And now this river doesn't anymore 

flow as before.  And these people are totally now losing all this.  And no response 

from the government.   

And the government is bringing all the benefits and food they call the safety 

net program, I don't know from where.  And this program just only for the groups to 

work for the government, to do what the government wants to do there for its own 

development, and they give people food.  If you won't work, we can just give you 

food, instead of providing them with water pumps; that you, losing the river, so give 

you water pump, we want to support you. 

And I just would like to say something, maybe, how could we really, the U.S. 

Congress, could approach the Ethiopian Government, and the Human Rights 

Commission also could really dig into this problem and send maybe a mission inside 

to these communities and see the situation, what I am talking here, you know, so that 

you can talk with the Ethiopian Government.  Because we can't talk there in 

Ethiopian.  You can't confront the government; you can't say to the government, 

"This is not good."   
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So we are kind of coming out of the Ethiopia and then providing the 

information to the Human Rights Commission and U.S. Congress so that you become 

our voice and represent us and go and talk to the Ethiopian Government on what is 

happening there.   

Mr. PAYNE.  Thank you.   

Ms. ADAMSON.  There is, very specifically, Congressman -- Chairman 

McGovern asked if anyone from the U.S. embassy had been out to visit Phillemon's 

community, and he had said, no, he had never heard from any.  And we had, sort of, 

three specific recommendations.  And one of them was to actually have the annual 

State Department human rights reports to include specifically a section that would 

ask, when appropriate, to have a section on indigenous peoples' rights in law and 

practice within each country and have our embassies maybe do that as a proceeding.   

The other thing we would ask was also to look at submitting a request to GAO 

to audit and report on the human rights status of indigenous peoples in the countries 

that receive foreign aid.   

And the third one was to look at recommending that the Human Rights and 

International Organizations Subcommittee be assigned legislative jurisdiction for 

indigenous peoples' concerns and issues.   

Mr. PAYNE.  Very good.  Well, I am sure that the Commission will accept 

your recommendations and we will have a follow-up for that.   

We have had discussions in the past regarding the situation in Ethiopia a 

number of years ago, and we are somewhat familiar with the situation there.  

However, the U.S., as you know, has very strong relations with Ethiopia.  Several 

years ago, I had legislation that was critical of the Ethiopian Government in regard to 

the elections of, I guess it was maybe 1995 or 1997 when 140 people were killed by 

the military authorities after the elections when the ruling party of Prime Minister 

Meles lost the election in Addis, as a matter of fact.  And the number of deputies 

increased from about 3 or 4 to about 90 or 100 from the opposition parties, and there 

was a tremendous amount of pushback from the Prime Minister. 

And so we have had a recent report where there supposedly had been 

improvements in the government's behavior toward indigenous people.  But, as you 

know, the big problem that certainly is addressed moreso is the problem in the 

Ogoden, where there has been a tremendous suppression of the Ogoden region that is, 

of course, primarily Somalis.  And the OLF has been trying to -- for many years have 

been in opposition to the government because of the conditions in the Ogoden.   

As a matter of fact, I visited a camp in Kenya, the Dadaab camp, where 

Ogodenese Somali refugees are in this large refugee camp and had the opportunity to 

interview some of the refugees who had just come across the border into the camp.   

So there are certainly problems with the Ethiopian Government that we have 

raised.   

There also is a law that they have passed, which we are trying to look in to, 

that no NGO can receive more than 10 percent of their funds from outside of the 

country, which, of course, weakens many of the NGOs.  And so we are asking an 

inquiry into that also, to have our embassy question some of these new laws that have 

been, you know, introduced and passed in Ethiopia.   

But I think those three points are well-taken, and we will -- I am sure 
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Mr. McGovern will have a follow-up mechanism for them.   

Ms. ADAMSON.  Also, one of our witnesses got hung up in visa limbo, Mary 

Simat, a Maasai.  And she will make it here, but she will make it a couple days later.  

So we offered, if you want, we will call your offices and see if you would like to meet 

with her.  She represents the Kenya 2010 new constitution that includes the section on 

indigenous peoples' rights.  She was one of the leaders that worked on the public 

referendum on that.  So we would just extend that invitation.   

Mr. PAYNE.  Yeah, that is very good.  We certainly are very pleased that 

Kenya has adopted a new constitution.  You know, the results of the flawed election 

where so many people were killed -- and, as a matter of fact, as you know, the 

International Criminal Court indicted five of their leaders and have gone to The 

Hague for initial, preliminary hearings.  And so we are very concerned and pleased 

that the constitution has been approved.   

But, believe it or not, we had a very strong intervention, I think, in a negative 

sense, from some of the right-wing conservatives to try to derail the constitution 

because they felt that the question of women's rights was not what they wanted or 

what they perceived it was.  And, of course, they were totally wrong, because the new 

constitution did not change anything in that whole area.  But they actually had a 

campaign to try to defeat the constitution because of the so-called right-to-choose and 

right-to-life provisions.  And it was a very strong effort.  However, we were able to 

see that that was overcome and that the people of Kenya approved the constitution in 

spite of this intervention to derail it on the part of some Members, actually, of 

Congress and evangelical groups.   

So we have watched the constitution very carefully and noticed the changes in 

the constitution.  And we are looking forward to the 2012 elections to be fair and free 

and, you know, without the tremendous problems that we saw in the last elections.   

Ms. ADAMSON.  Well, we know our American businesses applauded the 

Kenyan constitution and said that they felt that this was an indication that Kenya was 

truly on the right track. General Motors, FedEx, General Electric all came out in great 

praise of the Kenyan constitution.   

Mr. PAYNE.  Well, we had some Members of Congress and others go there to 

try to derail it.  Fortunately, they were unable to influence the -- and, as a matter of 

fact, did try to influence a number of the religious groups and the churches with 

misinformation.  But, once again, I think the fact that most of the leadership 

supported the new constitution, knew that if they did not have something in place 

before the 2012 elections, that the same problems that occurred after the last election 

could occur following the upcoming elections.  And that was something that we did 

everything we could to prevent from happening. 

So I think that we are on the right track in Kenya.  They have changed 

substantially their form of government, sort of, actually, patterned after ours.  I am 

not so sure that is the best thing, but anyway.  No, seriously, I think that they will 

really move forward and be able to really have the fair and free elections.  And I think 

Kenya will really move forward. 

Of course, as you mentioned, there are problems that countries do have to 

contend with, like the Maasai, who move throughout borders.  And that tends to be 

sort of an issue of modernity or modern days, as opposed to traditional behaviors, so 
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that we tend to see it several places.  In Sudan, where you have herders versus 

farmers, the same kind of problems that we had in the U.S. 100 years ago or 150 

years ago.  So hopefully these -- they have been able to maintain a balance up to now, 

and we just hope that the tradition can continue to survive even though we are in a 

modern-day era.   

Are there any parting comments that each of you would like to make in 

conclusion?   

Ms. CURRIER.  I just wanted to add, in the case of Central African Republic, 

what the U.S. Congress might do is to reach out and congratulate them on the 

ratification of the ILO 169, which is, as you know, a tall order for a country like 

Central Africa.  And I think that the gap between the ratification and implementation 

is maybe larger than it is in other places.  So I think some encouragement, in terms of 

congratulations and funding, would be great.   

And, also, something that wasn't mentioned is that USAID has funded some 

very good programs in Namibia, where indigenous people are in control of their 

resources, their game parks, their animals, and it has worked quite well.  And I think 

these are models for places like Central Africa and probably other African countries, 

as well.  And I think these should be continued and expanded.  

Mr. PAYNE.  Sir, do you have any closing remarks you would like to make?   

Mr. LOYELEI.  Thank you.  

Mr. PAYNE. You are fine?  Okay.  

Ms. ADAMSON.  I would just request that you maintain your leadership on 

this issue and that the committee keep moving forward and keep raising our voice and 

visibility.  

Mr. PAYNE. Very good.  Thank you.   

Well, let me certainly thank each of you -- and I understand there was a 

previous panel -- for your testimony.   

We are pleased that the CAR is finally coming to some semblance of 

governance, and a number of elections held this year so far, some even very recent, 

are moving in the right direction.  There will be a total of 16 elections in sub-Saharan 

African countries this year and maybe another 10 or 12, 8 or 10 next year, very 

important elections.  The Democratic Republic of Congo and Senegal will have 

elections, and Liberia and Kenya.   

And we have had elections this year, as you know, in Cote d'Ivoire, where we 

felt that there had to be a lot of pressure put on the loser, Gbagbo, to step down, and 

Outtara, who was deemed the winner, should assume the presidency.  And we felt 

that, if that did not occur, it would send a bad omen for elections upcoming, where 

presidents who lose elections will determine that they can stay in office, you know.   

As a matter of fact, I have not seen a more unified effort on the part of world 

bodies, as it related to the elections in the Cote d'Ivoire, where the African Union and 

ECOWAS and IGAD and SADC and the European Union and the U.S. and everyone 

were on the same page and said that -- and NATO, actually -- that Gbagbo should 

step down.  And, finally, after 6 months of civil strife, he has finally not only stepped 

down but has been put under arrest for his actions.   

So one of the notions that came up was that perhaps we could have a coalition 

government, which, of course, is sort of the new thing.  If you lose the election, you 
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just say, "Well, let's share," as we saw in Zimbabwe with President Mugabe and 

Morgan Tsvangirai, and we even saw in Kenya, where they decided to have a shared 

government.  But, in those instances, the former leader tends to maintain control, and 

it makes a farce of the election.   

So we were very determined to ensure that President Gbagbo, former 

President Gbagbo, in Cote d'Ivoire was unable to remain in control.  Because, like I 

said, with all these other elections coming up, it would send a bad signal to the other 

countries that, if you lose, just don't leave.  You know, that is not what elections are 

all about.   

So we are hoping to see fair and free elections for the remainder of 2011 and 

those coming up in 2012.  And it looks like we are on the right trajectory right now, 

going in the right direction.   

One final thing, though, when you mentioned the Central African Republic, 

you know, the Lord's Resistance Army and Kony, who has been in that area and 

throughout parts of Sudan and Chad, has to be stopped.  There has to be some way to 

bring him to justice.  And I made the statement just a week ago that, for a person who 

has terrorized people for over 20 years, there needs to be an effort where we bring in 

the right kind of -- whatever it takes to bring him to justice.  It is a disgrace that he 

still roams around the central part of Africa.   

Well, let me thank each of you again. 

And the meeting stands adjourned.  

[Whereupon, at 11:45 a.m., the Commission was adjourned.] 
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Tom Lantos Human Rights Commission (TLHRC) 

Hearing Notice 

 

Indigenous Peoples in Africa  

 

Thursday, May 12 

10 a.m. – 11:30 p.m. 

2226 Rayburn HOB 

Please join the Tom Lantos Human Rights Commission for a hearing on indigenous peoples in Africa. 

According to the World Bank, indigenous peoples are among the world’s poorest. Within their countries, 

they show disproportionately high levels of poverty, with even less access to education, health care and 

employment than other segments of the population. Their plight is especially dire in Africa, where an 

estimated 17 million, out of a total of 22 million indigenous peoples, are considered poor. Discrimination, 

the lack of political participation, denial of justice and forced displacement further perpetuates their 

marginalization. 

 

In this context it is important that indigenous communities and their representatives become active players 

in the debates that concern them.  The lack of adequate legal protections makes them more vulnerable to 

continuing abuses. While the U.N. Declaration of the Rights of Indigenous Peoples was an important step 

forward in recognizing the existence of their human rights, the impetus ultimately rests with the state to 

extend the protections enshrined in the declaration. The adoption of a new constitution in 2010 in Kenya 

was unprecedented because it explicitly recognizes the country’s indigenous groups and anchors their 

rights.  

 

This hearing will address the human rights situation of indigenous peoples on the African continent, with a 

particular focus on Kenya and Ethiopia. It will explore ways to engage indigenous peoples more directly 

and identify what particular roles, given their specific cultures, traditions and expertise they can play with 

respect to economic development. 

 

To discuss these issues we welcome the following witnesses: 

Panel I: 

 Sharon Cromer, senior deputy assistant administrator for sub-Saharan Africa, U.S. Agency for 

International Development  

Panel II: 

 Rebecca Adamson, president and founder of First Peoples Worldwide 

 Phillemon Nakali Loyelei, representative, Nyangatom Tribe (Ethiopia) 

 Lavinia Currier, president, Sacharuna Foundation 

 

If you have any questions, please contact Lars de Gier (Rep. McGovern) or Gary Oba (Rep. Wolf) at 202-

225-3599. 

James P. McGovern                                                      Frank R. Wolf  

Member of Congress                                                    Member of Congress  
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Co-Chair, TLHRC                                                             Co-Chair, TLHRC 
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